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ABSTRACT 
This dissertation investigates how three significant nineteenth-century American 
female writers strategically transform a central Gothic motif – the virtuous heroine 
pursued by a villain who lusts for sexual and socioeconomic power – to tell new stories 
about gendered bodies and the erotic relations between them. Established in the genre-
defining British Gothic novels of the late eighteenth century, this popular motif endured 
throughout the nineteenth century in texts written and read on both sides of the Atlantic. 
This project examines understudied texts by E.D.E.N. Southworth, Louisa May Alcott, 
and Julia Ward Howe that exhibit a striking intertextual awareness of the motif, 
reformulating it to critique the era’s marital and inheritance practices that enable and 
reinforce persistent gender inequities. These texts presciently recognize the performative 
nature of gender, centering on protagonists that move fluidly between genders with 
strategic choices about dress, speech, and social roles. By examining these texts together, 
this project shows that they anticipate the insights of contemporary feminist and queer 
theory as their protagonists deliberately calculate how to blend traditionally gendered 
behaviors and transform sexual threats into situations in which they can either 
consensually participate or cleverly elude.  
		 ix 
Chapter One argues that E. D. E. N. Southworth’s popular serial novel The 
Hidden Hand (1859) rewrites the narrative pattern that situates Gothic heroines as 
vulnerable to rape by positioning its heroine as aware of her fictional status and therefore 
capable of using her metafictional knowledge to reconfigure sexually threatening 
situations. Chapter Two examines how Louisa May Alcott’s sensation tale A Long, Fatal 
Love Chase (1866) blends traditionally male and female Gothic narratives to cast its 
heroine as a female Faust figure whose desperate desire for freedom leads her to enter 
naively into a bigamous partnership with a Mephistophelean man whose relentless 
pursuit ultimately causes her death. Chapter Three contends that Julia Ward Howe’s 
recently recovered manuscript The Hermaphrodite (1848) situates its ambiguously sexed 
but male-identifying protagonist as a Gothic “heroine” who employs unconventional 
strategies to cope with conventional threats to his physical and financial autonomy and 
rejects all interpersonal bonds because of the gendered restrictions they impose upon him.  
 
  
		 x 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ................................................................................................ v 
ABSTRACT ..................................................................................................................... viii 
 
INTRODUCTION 
A Young Lady’s Recipe for Terror ..................................................................................... 1 
“Terrorist Novels” and “Blood-and-Thunder Literature” ............................................... 1 
Critical contexts and interventions ................................................................................. 8 
Chapter descriptions ..................................................................................................... 19 
 
CHAPTER ONE 
 
Rewriting Rape Narratives in E.D.E.N. Southworth’s The Hidden Hand ........................ 23 
Introduction: “I will tell the truth; but it must be in my own way” .............................. 23 
I. Contextualizing Southworth’s representations of rape .............................................. 30 
II. “That was the first and last time I ever did protest!”: Marah Rocke & Madam Le 
Noir ............................................................................................................................... 42 
III. “Under less serious circumstances my girl’s heart would shrink”: Clara Day ....... 60 
IV. “I wanted you to carry me off”: Capitola Black ..................................................... 68 
 
		 xi 
CHAPTER TWO 
Cross-dressing the Faust Legend in Louisa May Alcott’s A Long Fatal Love Chase ...... 96 
Introduction: A “world old story” in a “new fantastic dress” ....................................... 96 
I. Contextualizing Alcott’s revisions of the Faust legend ........................................... 106 
II. Rosamond Varian: America’s First Female Faust ................................................. 119 
III. “As heroines always do”: Performing gender to resist the Faustian pact ............. 132 
Coda: Faustian Mothers in Love Chase and A Modern Mephistopheles .................... 153 
 
CHAPTER THREE 
Refusing Inheritance and Marriage in Julia Ward Howe’s The Hermaphrodite ............ 161 
Introduction: “Young damsels” reading “wicked books” ........................................... 161 
I. Contextualizing Howe’s transformations of the Female Gothic ............................. 169 
II. “I will not even thank you for a name”: Refusing patrilineal ties and obligations 176 
III. “No man, no woman, nothing”: Refusing romantic and sexual partnerships ....... 194 
IV. The Hermaphrodite’s strategic resistance of narrative closure ............................ 216 
 
WORKS CITED ............................................................................................................. 224 
VITA ............................................................................................................................... 244 
 
 
 
 	
1 
INTRODUCTION 
A Young Lady’s Recipe for Terror 
 
 
“Terrorist Novels” and “Blood-and-Thunder Literature” 
 
The anonymous author of “Terrorist Novel Writing” (1797) offers what seems to 
be a highly conventional lament about a highly conventional genre: the Gothic novel.1 
“[I]t has been the fashion to make terror the order of the day,” he wearily begins, “by 
confining the heroes and heroines in old gloomy castles, full of spectres, apparitions, 
ghosts, and dead men’s bones” (223). This dismissive catalogue of hackneyed 
conventions then gives way to a more serious charge that these texts take perverse 
pleasure in interrupting the familiar narrative progress of heterosexual courtship: “This is 
now so common,” the writer observes, “that a Novelist blushes to bring about a marriage 
by ordinary means” (223).2 These gendered and sexual anxieties become clearer in a 
series of pointed rhetorical questions about how Gothic heroines behave. “Is the 																																																								
1 This piece was collected in the 1797 edition of The Spirit of the Public Journals, a 
London annual that boasts on its title page of “being an impartial selection of the most 
exquisite essays and jeux d’esprits, …that appear in the newspapers and other 
publications.” It does not specify the original periodical in which this piece appeared. For 
an analysis of similarly derisive assessments of the Gothic novel that voice concern about 
how these texts might influence female readers, see Angela Wright, Gothic Fiction 
(2007), pp. 19-27.  
 
2 The writer’s fatigued tone belies the fact that his review appeared within just a few 
years of the publication of most of the genre’s defining works. After Horace Walpole’s 
The Castle Otranto (1764), the genre reached its heyday in the 1790s with the publication 
of a cluster of now-canonical works, including Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho 
(1794) and The Italian (1797) and Matthew Lewis’s The Monk (1796). An editorial 
footnote in “Terrorist Novel Writing” takes particular exception to Radcliffe’s novels, 
derisively referring to “a literary lady of considerable talents, who has …found out the 
secret of making us ‘fall in love with what we fear to look on’” (223). Given its 
publication date, this piece may have been a response to The Italian in particular.  
 	
2 
corporeal frame of the female sex so masculine and hardy, that it must be softened down 
by the touch of dead bodies, clay-cold hands, and damp sweats?” the writer wonders. 
“Can a young lady be taught nothing more necessary in life, than to sleep in a dungeon 
with venomous reptiles, walk through a ward with assassins, and carry bloody daggers in 
their pockets, instead of pin-cushions and needle-books?” (224-5) Yet he quickly 
reassures us that “[e]very absurdity has an end, and …I hope the insipid repetition of the 
same bugbears will at length work a cure” (225). Indeed, he seems so confident in the 
Gothic’s impending demise that he invites more contributions to the fad, perhaps to 
expedite the process:  
In the meantime, should any of your female readers be desirous of 
catching the season of terrors, she may compose two or three very pretty 
volumes from the following recipe: 
Take—An old castle, half of it ruinous.  
 A long gallery, with a great many doors, some secret ones. 
 Three murdered bodies, quite fresh. 
 As many skeletons, in chests and presses. 
 An old woman hanging by the neck; with her throat cut. 
 Assassins and desperadoes, quan. suff.  
 Noises, whispers, and groans, threescore at least. 
Mix them together, in the form of three volumes, to be taken at any of the 
watering places, before going to bed. (225)   
 
Yet a peculiar tension underlies these final remarks. On the one hand, the writer insists 
that Gothic novels are so derivative that one need only pick from among a list of 
conventions and “two or three very pretty volumes” will more or less write themselves. 
On the other, his earlier questions imply that these same conventions encourage 
thoroughly unconventional behavior among the “young ladies” that read – or attempt to 
write – those “volumes,” particularly as the texts’ heroines wield the tools of violence 
rather than those of sewing. Even as the writer insists that Gothic conventions are so 
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familiar as to be ineffective at frightening female readers, then, he simultaneously 
expresses his own more covert fear that these conventions might be all too effective at 
encouraging those readers to behave unconventionally. Perhaps as a subtle means of 
encouraging young ladies who admire Gothic novels to reinvest in feminine activities, the 
writer frames his advice as a “recipe,” a genre that resituates them in the domestic sphere.  
The author of “Terrorist Novel Writing” must have been sorely disappointed: the 
“insipid repetition” of Gothic conventions persisted in Anglo-American fiction written 
throughout the nineteenth century in texts categorized under various generic labels.3 The 
implicitly gendered criticism of these conventions endured as well, as one anonymous 
piece in the New York Evangelist in (1859) reveals:  
No city in the world—not even Paris—deals more largely in what is 
sometimes called the Blood and Thunder Literature, than New York. 
…We cannot pass by even a dead wall, or a board fence around a vacant 
lot, without having a vision of blood glaring out upon us. Flaming 
handbills announce some dreadful, heart-rending tale, set off by a terrific 
figure of an Indian with his tomahawk raised above a captive maiden’s 
head, ready to sink it in her brain! Or the tables are turned, and some 
hapless woman, who has been deceived, turns upon her betrayer, and has 
her arm upraised, about to plunge a dagger into his guilty breast. 
(“LITERATURE OF THE HORRIBLE” 1) 
 
Despite its publication more than sixty years after “Terrorist Novel Writing,” this piece 
articulates a strikingly similar concern about how “the tables are turned” on conventional 
gender roles when Gothic heroines perpetrate violence as readily as they suffer from it. 
Coincidentally, this commentary appeared just two weeks before another of the city’s 																																																								
3 Walpole subtitled The Castle of Otranto “a Gothic story,” marking the first use of the 
term as a generic category. Literary scholars now use this term to describe entire texts as 
well as specific conventions in texts that may be classified in other generic categories by 
their authors. I explain my use of the term “Gothic” later in this introduction.   
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periodicals, the New York Ledger, began to serialize E. D. E. N. Southworth’s The 
Hidden Hand (1859) – a novel that reaches its climax when the heroine Capitola Black 
self-consciously plays the part of a “hapless woman” when confronted by the 
dangerously attractive villain Black Donald, only to “turn the tables” on him and 
violently cast him through a trapdoor into a seemingly bottomless pit.4 The Hidden 
Hand’s staggering transatlantic success reveals that literary critics and the general 
reading public remained at odds for decades about whether to celebrate or condemn 
Gothic tales of heroines who boldly confront their antagonists rather than waiting for a 
hero or divine intervention to save them.5 
This dissertation examines three mid-nineteenth-century American works of 
fiction that strategically transform the enduringly popular Gothic convention of the 																																																								
4 The Hidden Hand’s first serial installment appeared on February 5, 1859. On March 19, 
either in anticipation of or response to some readers’ censure, the Ledger’s editor Robert 
Bonner printed his own comments on “blood and thunder” texts alongside another 
installment of the novel. He avers that “[b]ooks… which glorify vice, which make silly 
girls and sillier boys in love with handsome, dashing villainy,—which make it seem a 
noble and a heroic thing to discard the rule of morality and follow the worst impulses of 
human nature,—are bad books and cannot be read without damaging the heart and 
degrading the character” (4). Yet this condemnation of “bad books” seems half-hearted at 
best, particularly since The Hidden Hand’s villain Black Donald stands as one of the 
most striking examples of “handsome, dashing villainy” in nineteenth-century fiction. For 
more on Bonner’s editorializing, see Looby (2004). 
 
5 The Hidden Hand enjoyed such an enthusiastic reception that the Ledger’s editor Robert 
Bonner serialized it twice more before allowing it to be printed in book form nearly thirty 
years after its initial run; see Baym, pp. ix-x in particular. It also appeared serially in 
England, where Southworth visited shortly after its publication and reported seeing 
“Capitola boats, Capitola race-horses, Capitola hats for ladies and other Capitola fads” 
inspired by the novel’s rambunctious heroine (“MRS. E. D. E. N. SOUTHWORTH”). 
See Looby (2004), especially note 1, on how The Hidden Hand’s geography and 
characters were adapted for a British audience. During her visit, Southworth also saw a 
stage adaptation of the novel in which John Wilkes Booth played Black Donald.   
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virtuous heroine who eludes and resists a villain who lusts for sexual and socioeconomic 
power over her. I call this convention “hot pursuit,” a term borrowed from the legal 
principle that describes “the immediate and continuous pursuit by police officers of a 
fleeing suspect whose possible escape justifies the failure of the officers to obtain a 
warrant before making an entry, search, seizure, or arrest” (“Hot Pursuit”). Much as legal 
“hot pursuit” allows for the temporary suspension of generally necessary and appropriate 
juridical procedures, Gothic “hot pursuit” frequently disrupts the established social norms 
that typically govern interactions between the sexes. In Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of 
Udolpho (1794), for example, Emily St. Aubert verbally spars on numerous occasions 
with her guardian Montoni over the property he seeks to usurp from her, even though 
doing so goes against expectations about how demure young women should behave. 
More drastically, in Eliza Fenwick’s Secresy (1795), Sibella verbally castigates her uncle 
Valmont for denying her the right to choose her husband and then physically affirms her 
rejection of his will by outrunning his men, climbing over one of his castle’s walls, and 
diving into the moat below. At the same time, these and other canonical Gothic heroines 
act against gendered expectations only in exigent situations that threaten their marital 
choices or property rights. Much as legal “hot pursuit” allows for the suspension of a 
specific legal barrier, the warrant requirement, in the ultimate service of the law’s 
principled purposes, then, Gothic “hot pursuit” casts the heroines’ rule-breaking behavior 
as a strategy to facilitate the conventional closure of her narrative in marriage and 
motherhood in her rightfully inherited domestic space.  
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Because “hot pursuit” embodies this tension between unconventional behaviors 
and conventional closure, Anglo-American writers have readily adapted this narrative 
pattern to both conservative and subversive ends. This dissertation examines three radical 
texts in this tradition by three significant nineteenth-century American women writers: 
Southworth’s The Hidden Hand, Louisa May Alcott’s A Long, Fatal Love Chase (1866), 
and Julia Ward Howe’s The Hermaphrodite (1848). These texts share a striking 
intertextual awareness of “hot pursuit” as they reconfigure it to illuminate how 
nineteenth-century America’s marital and inheritance practices enable and reinforce 
persistent gender inequities. All three texts center on protagonists that move fluidly 
between genders, making strategic choices about their dress, speech patterns, and social 
roles in order to allow them to transform sexual threats into situations in which they can 
either consensually participate or cleverly elude. By making these strategic 
transformations during episodes of “hot pursuit,” these texts presciently acknowledge the 
performative nature of gender and thus anticipate the insights of contemporary feminist 
and queer theory. At the same time, these texts acknowledge the limitations of gendered 
performance as a means of transcending the body by self-consciously adapting additional 
Gothic conventions that emphasize its vulnerability to disease, violence, and death. 
Yet despite these shared patterns of characterization and plot structure, these texts 
crucially differ in terms of both their publication history and their willingness to sustain 
their unconventional visions of gender and genre. I have organized my chapters to 
foreground these differences. Whereas Southworth’s novel achieved significant 
transatlantic popularity, Alcott’s tale was rejected by her publisher, and Howe’s text 
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never seems to have been intended for publication at all. These distinctions align with the 
varying approaches these texts take to resolving the gendered anxieties raised by their 
protagonists’ unconventional behavior. Southworth’s heroine coopts the traditionally 
male identity of a “hero” but does so only to preserve her sexual reputation or to aid other 
imperiled women; because her storyline resolves conventionally with marriage and 
inheritance, this novel was palatable to nineteenth-century readers despite her earlier 
subversive actions. Alcott’s heroine seeks out worldly pleasure without concern for her 
sexual reputation until she learns that she has been tricked into committing bigamy; 
although this discovery humbles her and circumscribes her future ambitions, the text still 
eventually punishes her initial transgression with death. Even this tragic ending was not 
enough to allay Alcott’s publisher’s concerns about the tale’s controversial content, 
however, and Alcott would subsequently rework the text significantly in order to publish 
it anonymously in another form more than a decade later. Howe’s protagonist cannot 
lawfully marry or inherit because of his ambiguous sex, so he preemptively rejects the 
social ties these institutions enable and pursues an independent life. Yet the fragmentary 
nature of his tale along with Howe’s decision not to publish it imply that a life lived 
entirely outside of gender conventions and social institutions is neither a practically 
sustainable ideal for lived experience nor a profitable one in the nineteenth-century 
literary marketplace. Taken together, these texts showcase that nineteenth-century 
American readers and writers recognized how thoroughly gender and genre mutually 
constitute one another – and acknowledged with simultaneous enthusiasm and trepidation 
that dismantling the conventions of one opens up opportunities for reimagining the other. 
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Critical contexts and interventions 
 
 
This dissertation participates in a long tradition of scholarship that examines how 
fiction not only reflects but also actively participates in the construction of beliefs about 
gender and sexuality. Building on Ian Watt’s early suggestion that the novel allows for 
uniquely thorough representations of “that most private aspect of experience, the sexual 
life” (199), critics working after Foucault have argued that the novel emerged as a 
dominant literary form due to the same social forces that constructed sexuality as the 
modern era’s fundamental category of human identity.6 Feminist scholars working on 
nineteenth-century American fiction have also produced more focused studies on the 
interrelated construction of gender and genre in the era’s popular modes of sentimental 
and domestic fiction, beginning with Jane Tompkins’ groundbreaking work in 
Sensational Designs (1985) and continuing with key studies including Lora Romero’s 
Home Fronts (1997), Lori Merish’s Sentimental Materialism (2000), and Marianne 
Noble’s The Masochistic Pleasures of Sentimental Literature (2000). I seek to further this 
ongoing conversation by shifting the focus to Gothic texts because that genre’s familiar 
narrative pattern of “hot pursuit” explicitly illuminates how fictional conventions both 
reflect and perpetuate uneven sexual power dynamics between genders.  
To contextualize my analysis of “hot pursuit,” this dissertation situates its central 
texts within a tradition of novels classified by contemporary scholars as Female Gothic 																																																								
6 See, for example, Joseph Boone’s Tradition Counter Tradition (1987), Nancy 
Armstrong’s Desire and Domestic Fiction (1990) and How Novels Think (2005), and 
Cathy Davidson’s Revolution and the Word (2004). I discuss this critical trend, 
particularly in relation to narrative patterns featuring rape, at greater length in Chapter 1. 
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texts. In Literary Women (1976), Ellen Moers first defined the Female Gothic as a 
tradition of fiction written by and for women, initially popularized by Radcliffe and later 
transformed in crucial ways by Mary Shelley, Charlotte Brontë, and other authors 
working into the twentieth century. The “central figure” in the Radcliffean Female Gothic 
novel is “a young woman who is simultaneously persecuted victim and courageous 
heroine” (Moers 91). Orphaned at the novel’s outset, this heroine subsequently finds 
herself menaced by a male villain who seizes her property and limits her mobility, often 
by secluding her in a remote castle or convent. Although he rarely threatens her with 
explicit physical or sexual violence, this villain still consistently inspires the heroine’s 
fears “of being confined and then abandoned, and beyond that, of being, in an unspecified 
yet absolute way, completely surrounded by superior male power” (Ellis 46). As the 
novel unfolds, the heroine repeatedly tries to escape from the villain, often with 
assistance from either her faithful servants or a socially compatible but sexually 
unthreatening hero. In many cases, she simultaneously strives to uncover some secret 
about her family that the villain has hidden in order to legitimate his power over her. 
After depicting the heroine’s many trials, the novel resolves everything in her favor: the 
villain is vanquished, the mystery about her family is solved, and her inheritance and 
freedom are restored. With these impediments removed, she marries the hero at the 
novel’s conclusion.  
Although the Female Gothic has long been recognized as a significant sub-genre 
of Gothic fiction, scholars continue to debate whether these novels envision limited forms 
of social and sexual agency for their heroines or whether they ultimately reaffirm 
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constraining and reductive beliefs about women’s bodies, desires, and roles. This 
tradition’s genre-defining works allow for critical investigations into the relationship 
between gender and power because they were written at the turn into the nineteenth 
century as Anglo-American society transitioned from the older model of the bourgeois 
family with its “interest in furthering family status and power through politically and 
economically advantageous marriages” to a newer model of the sentimental family “in 
which the interests of one member were the interests of all” (Whiting 491). In light of the 
growing emphasis on individual desire over familial obligation throughout the nineteenth 
century, Katie Ellis argues that the Female Gothic novel affords its heroine a unique 
“capacity to take… initiative” that ultimately leads her to achieve a very specific form of 
freedom: the right “to choose her husband in defiance of her father” (49-50). Diane Long 
Hoeveler posits more radically that the Female Gothic heroines “outsmart [the 
patriarchy]” by subversively performing the role of “the deserving and innocent victim of 
oppression, malice, and fraud” so that they can subsequently “exchang[e] …suffering for 
money and a man, a means of financial support and security” (18), whereas Virginia 
Cope more modestly proposes that the Female Gothic heroine’s “marital home” becomes 
“the external manifestation of internal, self-created character, not the realization of status 
handed down by the elders, because it has been earned through intellectual as well as 
psychological labor” (89). More recently, however, many scholars have called attention 
to the significant compromises associated with any vision of female agency that is 
contained within the domestic sphere or the heteronormative family. Kim Ian Michasiw 
notes that when a Female Gothic heroine “invokes… the institution of law” to oppose a 
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sexually threatening male villain, “[s]he discovers that individual tyranny may be 
counteracted by institutions but, in the act, throws herself at the mercy of those 
institutions, a mercy on which one depends at one’s peril” (335). Similarly, Charlie 
Bondhus concedes that when “the heroine… refuses to give in to the villain’s demands, 
she successfully maintains ‘a vision of herself’ and her own desire …[that is] fully in 
synch with the values of a benevolent patriarchy” (17) and thereby “perpetuat[es]… the 
status quo” (29) when she marries the hero at the novel’s end.7 As critical inquiries into 
the Female Gothic have diversified, Diana Wallace and Andrew Smith have insisted on 
its enduring value as a “form [that] challenges and complicates” a range of issues 
“including national identity, sexuality, language, race, and history” (10).8 This 
dissertation extends this ongoing critical work to uncover the rich intertextual 
connections among Southworth, Alcott, and Howe’s texts and earlier Female Gothic 
novels that illuminate how patriarchal marital and inheritance practices have perpetuated 
gender inequities across time periods and national boundaries.  																																																								
7 Michasiw and Bondhus’ claims build on the work of earlier feminist scholars who, 
unlike Moers, express skepticism about the progressive potential of the Female Gothic 
novel; see, for example, Juliann Fleenor’s introduction to The Female Gothic (1983) and 
many of the essays anthologized therein.  
 
8 Some notable studies that testify to the Female Gothic’s versatility include Alison 
Milbank’s Daughters of the House (1992), an examination of how male and female 
Victorian writers appropriated the Female Gothic plot to comment on the relationship 
between capitalism and gender; Anne William’s Art of Darkness (1995), a psychoanalytic 
assessment of the competing myths that structure Male and Female Gothic plots; and E. J. 
Clery’s Women’s Gothic (2000), an historical exploration of how Female Gothic 
novelists developed identities as professional writers. A more recent line of inquiry on 
twentieth- and twenty-first century fiction has also begun to categorize and analyze texts 
as “postfeminist Gothic,” including the anthology Postfeminist Gothic (2007), edited 
Benjamin A. Brabon and Stéphanie Genz, and Sarah Whitney’s Splattered Ink (2016). 
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Although this dissertation emphasizes such transatlantic connections, I also situate 
my texts within the canon of nineteenth-century American Gothic fiction – a canon that 
has traditionally been dominated by male-authored texts. After Leslie Fiedler 
provocatively asked, “why has the tale of terror so special an appeal to Americans?” 
(143), studies including Donald Ringe’s American Gothic (1982) and David Reynolds’ 
Beneath the American Renaissance (1988) sought to understand how unique aspects of 
nineteenth-century American culture shaped Gothic fiction by Charles Brockden Brown, 
Edgar Allan Poe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Herman Melville.9 Because texts by these 
authors frequently share a distinct narrative pattern in which the “excessive or 
transgressive actions” of a male protagonist “place [him] outside the discourses of 
reason” (Baker 165), scholars often categorize them as working within the Male Gothic 
tradition, a sub-genre defined in late eighteenth-century British novels by Matthew 
Lewis, William Godwin, and Charles Maturin.10 Barbara Patrick articulates a useful 
distinction between the sources of fear in male- and female-centered Gothic tales: 
“women’s tales,” she writes, “are not so much about what we cannot know… or the fact 																																																								
9 The Haunted Dusk (1983) adds to this initial list, anthologizing essays on Herman 
Melville, Henry James, Mark Twain, William Dean Howells, and Harriet Prescott 
Spofford. For more recent work that presents a more robust canon of American women’s 
supernatural fiction, see Jeffrey Weinstock’s Scare Tactics (2008). 
 
10 In some instances, the Male Gothic protagonist’s transgressive acts cluster around a 
single object of obsession: in Lewis’s The Monk (1796), Poe’s “Ligeia” (1838), or 
Hawthorne’s “The Birth-mark” (1843), this object is a beautiful woman who dies as a 
result of the protagonist’s invasive passion. More recent scholarship on Hawthorne and 
Poe has argued that their Gothic fiction must be read as intimately engaged with 
antebellum discourses of race, class, and gender. On gender in particular, see the 
collection Hawthorne and Women (1999), edited by John Idol and Melinda Ponder, and 
Eliza Richards’ Gender and the Poetics of Reception in Poe’s Circle (2004). 
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that people frighten themselves with chimeras…. Their supernatural tales address a world 
in which things are frightening—not least of which are the silencing and marginalization 
of women” (74). To avoid applying these generic categories too reductively, however, 
my dissertation calls attention to the gendered differences in Gothic narrative patterns to 
show how my chosen texts strategically blend elements from both traditions.11 For 
example, as I discuss in Chapter 2, Alcott’s Love Chase registers keen awareness of the 
Male Gothic tradition’s central narrative pattern but transforms it by blending certain plot 
elements with others from the Female Gothic to characterize its heroine as a Female 
Faust figure whose gender fundamentally shapes the nature of her ambition. In addition, 
as I explore in Chapter 3, Howe’s The Hermaphrodite strategically turns away from the 
Male Gothic to situate its ambiguously sexed but male-identifying protagonist in a 
Female Gothic narrative in order to foreground the highly gendered nature of the threats 
he experiences.  
While more recent American Gothic studies have focused on the “cultural 
contradictions” (Goddu 8) in America’s national narrative of democracy that have 
produced a “polyphony” (Edwards xxii) of Gothic conventions, particularly in response 
to the legacy of slavery, I believe that this dominant line of inquiry has limited our 
understanding of this tradition’s commentary on other contentious identities.12 Without 																																																								
11 For example, in her work on the Male and Female Gothic traditions, Kari Winter 
identifies Brockden Brown’s Wieland (1798) as one example of a male-authored Gothic 
novel with a resilient heroine. 
 
12 In addition to Goddu and Edwards’ studies on the American Gothic and race, see Louis 
Gross’s Redefining the American Gothic (1989), Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark 
(1992), and Maisha Wester’s African American Gothic (2012). Although Leonard 
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denying the vital importance of scholarship on American Gothic representations of race, 
my dissertation acknowledges a different kind of “polyphony” in this canon by 
considering how women writers experimented with Gothic conventions to grapple with 
the many “competing… frameworks” (Horowitz 5) of sexual knowledge and practice that 
operated alongside and in competition with one another during this period.13 As 
Katherine Binhammer observes, “[t]he repetition of a story at a particular moment in 
time… denote[s] difference where the deviations within similarity point to a dynamic 
relation between material conditions and imaginative narratives; …a story’s repetition 
would indicate both that changing historical conditions open up new objects of 
understanding and that narrative helps to constitute and to resolve conflicts posed by 
those new objects” (1). In the following chapters, I show how my central texts repeat the 
narrative pattern of “hot pursuit” to strikingly different ends in response to the “changing 
historical conditions” that reshaped beliefs about gender and sexuality during this 
dynamic era. For example, whereas Southworth transforms this convention to open up 
space for her protagonist to contemplate participating in an illicit but consensual sexual 
tryst with her dangerously attractive antagonist, Howe does so to allow her protagonist to 
willingly refuse sexual intimacy with both men and women. Taken together, I contend 																																																																																																																																																																					
Tennenhouse’s The Importance of Feeling English (2007) cautions against an 
exceptionalist view of the American Gothic tradition in relation to race, his wariness 
belies the fact that numerous Gothic scholars have persuasively shown that the terrible 
realities of Anglo-American imperial crimes shape literature written on both sides of the 
Atlantic; see, for example, Laura Doyle’s Freedom’s Empire (2008) as well as the essays 
collected in Monika Elbert & Bridget Marshall’s Transnational Gothic (2013).  
 
13 On the changing sexual mores in nineteenth-century America, see also D’Emilio & 
Freedman’s Intimate Matters (2012). 
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that these works reflect the increasing variety of sexual experiences available in 
nineteenth-century America, particularly as the “classical liberal emphasis on self-culture 
or, more specifically, self-expression… [gave] way …to a focus on intimacy and 
sexuality as the primary modes of personal expression” (Bauer 3).  
In addition to historicizing my texts’ depictions of gender and sexuality, however, 
this dissertation argues that they anticipate the insights of contemporary queer theory, 
particularly because they were written at a crucial historical moment in which modern 
conceptions of gender and sexuality were crystallizing. Judith Butler famously argues in 
“Performative Acts and Gender Constitution” (1988) that 
gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which 
various acts proceed; rather it is an identity tenuously constituted in time – 
an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts. Further, gender 
is instituted through the stylization of the body and, hence, must be 
understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and 
enactments of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered 
self. (519)14  
 
My texts share this vision of gender – and sexuality – as identities constructed through 
ongoing performance as they center on protagonists who strategically adopt various 
costumes, mannerisms, behaviors, and speech patterns. Moreover, these texts emphasize 
that their protagonists recognize that their performances will elicit specific gendered and 
sexual responses from others – responses that hinge on how those other characters 
interpret them according to familiar literary plots. In this respect, my texts affirm 
Christopher Looby’s recent insight that “sexuality is essentially a literary phenomenon” 
(“Literariness” 841) and that the study of nineteenth-century American texts in particular 																																																								
14 Butler builds on this argument in Gender Trouble (1990), Bodies That Matter (1993), 
and Undoing Gender (2004). 
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can reveal how “sexuality is itself a fiction, an imaginary composite of many different 
experiences, identifications, and performances (bodily sensations, gender determinations, 
forms of sexual conduct, erotic scripts, and so on) that were at one time not aggregated” 
(“Literariness” 843) into the categories we recognize today. Building on Looby’s 
insights, this dissertation argues that the study of nineteenth-century literary conventions 
can provide crucial insights into how the period’s readers and writers understood gender 
and sexuality – and how their understanding of these facets of identity continue to shape 
our views of them today.  
Indeed, of all the literary conventions that can provide such insight, those of the 
Gothic genre serve this end particularly well because of that genre’s tendency toward 
“self-conscious reflections on the form and function of narrative itself” (Garrett 3). As 
my texts use the hackneyed convention of “hot pursuit” to call attention to themselves as 
fictions, they simultaneously foreground how narratives of gender and sexuality are 
fictional constructions as well. Moreover, by provoking readers to see gender and 
sexuality as historically contingent narrative constructions rather than fundamental 
identities, these texts anticipate the insights of contemporary queer theorists Eve 
Sedgwick and Judith/Jack Halberstam – two scholars who, significantly, began their 
careers working on the Gothic. Sedgwick’s early observation in “The Character in the 
Veil” (1981) that Gothic conventions construct identity as “social and relational rather 
than original or private” (256) continues to influence the directions of both queer theory 
and Gothic scholarship. More recently, Halberstam has drawn more specific connections 
between these two modes of inquiry in Skin Shows (1995) to argue that nineteenth-
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century Gothic texts featuring monsters like Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) and 
Robert Lewis Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886) anticipate 
contemporary queer theory’s vision of identity as “remarkably mobile, permeable, and 
infinitely interpretable” (21).15 Yet even although my texts share queer theory’s 
subversive pleasure in destabilizing conventional beliefs about gendered bodies and 
sexual desires, they also register a tension that many queer theorists acknowledge but 
struggle to adequately address. As Butler remarks in Undoing Gender (2004), although 
there is much to be gained by understanding gender and sexuality as fluid identities that 
individuals construct and perform over time and in relation to larger social expectations, 
“a livable life does require various degrees of stability. In the same way that a life for 
which no categories of recognition exist is not a livable life, so a life for which those 
categories constitute unlivable constraint is not an acceptable option” (8). Each of my 
texts registers this powerful tension by punctuating their revisionary narratives of “hot 
pursuit” with Gothic imagery of human bodies succumbing to disease, violence, and 
death.16 This imagery registers the horrifying reality that no narrative can provide stable 
knowledge about the experiences of human bodies, not only because identity is a fluid 
and fleeting social construction but also because our bodies are fundamentally mortal.  																																																								
15 George Haggerty’s Queer Gothic (2006) makes a similar contribution by questioning 
the critical tendency to analyze Gothic texts psychoanalytically, pointing out that early 
psychoanalytic critics drew evidence from these Gothic novels to develop their theories 
of subject formation – theories that some queer theorists tend to rely on but others have 
increasingly rejected.  
 
16 The Gothic’s tendency to depict female bodies in particular as simultaneously ideally 
pure and fundamentally susceptible to lethal violence of disease has been well 
documented; see, for example, recent articles by Shapira, Wennerstrom, and Wagner.  
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Even as my texts arrive at these uneasy conclusions, however, they also provide 
potentially more hopeful insights into how contemporary debates over gender and 
sexuality might be resolved. While questions of gender and sexuality underlie many hotly 
contested issues in contemporary America, the ongoing debate over the rights of 
transgender individuals to use bathrooms that match their gender identities serves as one 
striking and instructive example. Different fears motivate the positions of those who 
stand on both sides of this debate: transgender advocates emphasize the potential violence 
that gender non-conforming individuals may experience if they are forced to use public 
spaces where others will perceive them as out of place, while those in favor of regulating 
same-sex spaces more stringently argue that women and children must be shielded from 
men who might falsify their gender identities in order to prey upon them. Yet while 
people on both sides of this debate want to protect certain individuals from others, the 
rhetoric of fear that fuels their disagreement often silences more nuanced contributions to 
the conversation and distracts from the larger questions it raises, such as why we gender 
bodies and spaces in the first place. The texts I examine in this dissertation use the Gothic 
genre and its inherent interest in fear to contemplate enduring anxieties about gender and 
sexuality and to rigorously examine the underlying sources of those anxieties more 
closely. Moreover, the diverse perspectives that these texts offer on such persistent 
questions remind us that we can never arrive at a single answer that will thoroughly 
resolve them – and that the best solution may be to continue to carve out spaces for more 
“categories of recognition” that will enable as many “livable lives” as possible.  
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Chapter descriptions 
 
In Chapter 1, I examine Emma Dorothy Eliza Nevitte (E. D. E. N.) Southworth’s 
sixteenth and most popular novel, The Hidden Hand: or, Capitola the Madcap. This 
wildly popular text includes multiple storylines that feature imperiled heroines 
antagonized by sexually threatening men, but ultimately brings all of these interwoven 
subplots to pleasantly conservative conclusions with a triple wedding in its final chapter. 
The text contrasts these more conventional narratives of “hot pursuit” with the plot 
featuring its central heroine Capitola, who playfully subverts the antebellum era’s 
dominant ideology of True Womanhood. Entering the novel cross-dressed as a newspaper 
boy, she remains a “streetwise and self-reliant female prankster” (Habegger 99) 
throughout the text despite her guardian’s efforts to tame her unladylike ways. When 
Capitola finally concedes to marriage, Southworth’s heavily ironic tone as she narrates 
the scene signals that she is self-consciously concluding the novel to satisfy generic 
expectations and not because Capitola’s gleefully unconventional nature has actually 
been subdued. Indeed, the novel consciously emphasizes Capitola’s fictionality, 
particularly through its strategic transformation of “hot pursuit,” as Capitola frequently 
chases after villainous men as eagerly as they pursue her. Southworth uses these 
transformations to afford her heroine an unusual amount of agency when confronted with 
threats to her sexual integrity. Her greater sexual self-possession emerges through 
descriptions of the trapdoor in her bedchamber floor with an “unknown cavity” (HH 69) 
beneath it that she regards with both fascination and horror, particularly in the climactic 
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scene in which she uses the trapdoor to ensnare her dangerously attractive antagonist 
Black Donald.   
In my second chapter, I turn from Southworth’s popular fiction to a sensation tale 
by Louisa May Alcott that was rejected for publication during her lifetime, perhaps 
because of the more radical visions of gender and sexuality it offers as it superimposes 
the conventional seduction narrative on the Faust legend, another tale retold countless 
times in Anglo-American Gothic fiction. This chapter examines how Alcott draws on 
various representations of the Faust legend available in nineteenth-century America to 
craft her female Faust figure. When A Long, Fatal Love Chase opens with its protagonist 
Rosamond announcing that she would “‘gladly sell [her] soul to Satan for a year of 
freedom’” (LC 1), we see that she possesses more control over her own destiny than the 
typical Gothic heroine. Although Philip, the Mephistophelean lover her words conjure, 
holds immense power over her throughout the remainder of the narrative, she maintains 
her agency by repeatedly changing her gender presentation in order to elude him. As 
Love Chase transplants the coercive power dynamic of the relationship between 
Mephistopheles and Faust onto a narrative structured by “hot pursuit,” it presents 
Rosamond and Phillip’s passionate bond as a damning contract that only limits her 
further. The text thus stresses that its heroine’s ambition and agency are fundamentally 
limited – not by supernatural or cosmic forces, as in traditional Faust tales, but by an 
individual man who punishes her for her gender transgressions as well as by gendered 
storylines that refuse to imagine happy endings for her. At the same time, Love Chase 
presents Phillip’s estranged wife Marion Tempest as a foil to Rosamond who ultimately 
 	
21 
triumphs over Phillip because she learns how to manipulate him as successfully as he 
once manipulated her. Love Chase thus implies that when women do survive their 
Faustian battles, it is not because they have remained morally steadfast, but rather 
because they have become Mephistophelean themselves. 
My third chapter situates Julia Ward Howe’s The Hermaphrodite as engaging in 
the most radical and self-conscious transformations of “hot pursuit” among my chosen 
texts. I begin the chapter by reading Howe’s text as a pointed revision of canonical 
Gothic novels by Ann Radcliffe and others in which the protagonist’s father or other male 
relative serves as the central antagonist. By characterizing Laurence as openly defiant of 
his father’s attempts to disinherit him and expose the truth of his anomalous body, Howe 
builds on the precedent set by these texts in which the heroine asserts her right to define 
herself as more than a piece of property to be used by a tyrannical villain to augment his 
wealth or transmit his bloodline. Yet while Laurence resembles many Gothic heroines as 
he refuses to accept the decisions his father makes about his identity and future, he also 
emerges as distinct from them because he does not choose a marriage partner in defiance 
of his father’s wishes in order to form a new, more egalitarian family unit. Instead, the 
text figures both his male and female romantic partners as villainous figures who, like his 
father, will limit his sexual autonomy by refusing him the right to define his body in his 
own terms. In response to both his father’s and lovers’ attempts to define him, Laurence 
asserts his autonomy in increasingly creative and flexible ways, crossing national borders 
and gender presentations with equal adeptness in order to reinforce his verbal refusals to 
form any enduring interpersonal bond. At the same time, Laurence’s repeated assertions 
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of personal freedom paradoxically constrain him to an existence of perpetual loneliness. 
As The Hermaphrodite gives extended attention to the physiological and emotional 
consequences of Laurence’s loneliness, it finally presents Laurence not as a realistic 
model for antebellum readers but rather as a narrative experiment that dramatizes the 
complex intersections among gender, genre, and agency but does not offer practical 
solutions to the problems it foregrounds. 
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CHAPTER ONE  
Rewriting Rape Narratives in E.D.E.N. Southworth’s The Hidden Hand 
 
 
Introduction: “I will tell the truth; but it must be in my own way” 
 
 
“‘Every one of my books was based on incidents in life that I saw, even 
the most improbable of them. I could tell you stories, true ones that I have 
never dared put in my books. “The Hidden Hand” was a true story, or 
partially true. Capitola was a true picture. Ah, I loved my work as I wrote 
that.’” (17) 
—E. D. E. N. Southworth, quoted in “A NOTED NOVEL-WRITER,” The 
Washington Post, December 2, 1894 
 
 
Emma Dorothy Eliza Nevitte (better known as E. D. E. N.) Southworth could not 
resist a good story – not even one about her own creative process. Widely regarded as 
nineteenth-century America’s most prolific author, she delighted readers and astonished 
reviewers as she serialized one wildly popular novel after another. As one writer in The 
Boston Daily Globe observed in 1892: “It would seem that a woman who had written 
continuously for 48 years and, in her old age, is still writing, would have written herself 
dry of incident and plot. But her ingenuity and her energy seem boundless” (“48 
YEARS” 28). In the final years of her life, Southworth’s “ingenuity and energy” also 
fueled the stories she told about her sixteenth and most popular tale, The Hidden Hand; 
or, Capitola the Madcap (serialized 1859, novel 1888).17 More than thirty years after its 
																																																								
17 Following Southworth’s death in 1899, obituaries published in major U.S. newspapers 
consistently identify The Hidden Hand as her most beloved work and note the popularity 
of numerous dramatic performances based on it as well. After its initial success in 1859, 
Robert Bonner, Southworth’s exclusive publisher for many years, serialized the text 
twice more in The New York Ledger (in 1868-9 and in 1883-4) before allowing it to be 
published as a novel in 1888 – long after most of Southworth’s other fiction appeared in 
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initial appearance in The New York Ledger, Southworth gave multiple interviews in 
which she discussed the real people and events that inspired it.18 Of course, as Rachel 
Ihara notes, “it was common enough for authors to insist that a given work of fiction was 
founded in fact;” for Southworth in particular, she continues, such claims “encouraged 
readers to see… their own lives as full of excitement and drama; to imagine themselves 
as the spunky heroine, the suffering victim, or both at different points in time” (93).19 
Nineteenth-century commentary on The Hidden Hand confirms that many readers 
enjoyed an enduring imaginative engagement with the text. Writing in Godey’s Lady’s 
Book and Magazine in 1871, for example, L. R. Fewell remarks: “With the young, who 
like excitement, [Southworth’s] works are always popular; and many of us can yet recall 
																																																																																																																																																																					
book form; see Baym, Introduction, pp ix-x. For more on Southworth’s relationship with 
Bonner, see Chapter 3 in Coultrap-McQuin’s Doing Literary Business (1990). 
18 Southworth gives a detailed account of the various incidents from which she drew 
inspiration for The Hidden Hand in the November 1890 edition of Book News, pp. 66-7. 
Many are isolated events she read about in newspapers, whereas a few characters and 
episodes are drawn from the experiences of family and friends. Like her 1894 interview 
with The Washington Post, this account emphasizes Southworth’s skill as a fiction writer 
as it calls attention to the work she did to weave various characters and incidents together 
into a coherent narrative. Similarly, in its 1899 obituary for Southworth, The Post notes 
that “The story often told by Mrs. Southworth to her friends of how she came to write the 
novel, the numerous incidents which she strung together and then connected with the 
delicate thread of her enchanting plot is as interesting as the work itself” (“HER NOBLE 
LIFE ENDED” 2). 
 
19 In doing so, Southworth followed the precedent set by many Gothic novelists in 
particular, from Horace Walpole in The Castle of Otranto (1764) to Nathaniel Hawthorne 
in The Scarlet Letter (1850). In both of these novels, however, the authors made their 
claims that they were founded in fact in prefaces to the texts when they were first 
published. Southworth’s claims about the real people and true events that inspired The 
Hidden Hand came decades after its initial serialization – perhaps to generate renewed 
interest in the text after it was reissued as a novel. 
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the delight with which we once read Capitola’s ingenious efforts to foil Black Donald in 
‘The Hidden Hand’” (61).  
Yet I believe that Southworth’s retrospective comments about The Hidden Hand’s 
genesis merit more nuanced interpretation. In the passage quoted above from an 
interview with The Washington Post in 1894, Southworth subtly underscores her role as a 
creative agent even as she simultaneously entices readers to contemplate what real people 
or events might have inspired her engrossing tale. She does not merely claim that she 
based the novel’s plot on true incidents; she also insists that she has witnessed even more 
“‘improbable’” ones – ones so shocking that she “‘[has] never dared put [them] in [her] 
books.’” In addition to bolstering her almost mythical reputation as a writer who will 
never run out of stories to tell, this claim emphasizes her authorial judgment by 
classifying some stories as simply too shocking to recount – an implicit rebuke of those 
who judged her work to be too sensational.20 After Southworth goes on to describe The 
																																																								
20 In 1882, notice in The Washington Post reprinted from The New York Sun reported that 
the Boston Public Library had recently moved Southworth’s novels to “what is locally 
called the Inferno, a department where books not suited to general circulation…. They 
are allowed to go out only with the consent of some officer in charge, and discretion is 
used in permitting their circulation” (“A LIBRARY BLACK LIST” 3). Other works 
already relegated to the Inferno include Giovanni Boccaccio’s The Decameron and 
Marguerite of Navarre’s Heptaméron, along with English translations of Émile Zola’s 
novels – all of which, unlike Southworth’s works, explicitly describe sex. Given that this 
survey was conducted shortly after Southworth’s novels were removed from general 
circulation, we might infer that these “Boston gentlemen” worried about the 
consequences of limiting library patrons’ access to the era’s bestselling novelist. For 
more on public libraries’ efforts to censor Southworth’s novels because of their purported 
immorality, see Chapter 4 in Garrison’s Apostles of Culture (1979) and Chapter 2 in 
Wiegand’s Part of Our Lives (2015). Additionally, Naranjo-Huebl (2006) has argued that 
literary critics in the most influential nineteenth-century periodicals categorically 
dismissed Southworth’s novels because she refused to bring her work in line with their 
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Hidden Hand equivocally as a “‘true… or partially true’” story, she provocatively singles 
out its heroine Capitola Black as “‘a true picture.’” This phrase registers a striking tension 
between the possibility that a real person inspired Capitola and the artistic skill 
Southworth utilized to craft a compelling portrait of her; it also jars strikingly with the 
novel’s characterization of Capitola as a character keenly aware that she is a fictional 
being.21 Perhaps to remind her readers of Capitola’s fictionality, Southworth reaffirms 
her authorial control as she emphasizes the “work” she did as she “wrote” The Hidden 
Hand. As these remarks call attention to Southworth’s efforts to construct a narrative that 
rings “true” to her readers, they strikingly echo the words of Nancy Grewell, one of the 
first characters we meet. Before she gives her dying deposition that reveals the secret of 
Capitola’s birth and sets the rest of the novel’s complicated plot in motion, she states, “‘I 
will tell the truth; but it must be in my own way’” (HH 15). Veronica Stewart argues that 
this moment emblematizes how the text as a whole “focuses on a relatively self-reflexive 
concern about the potential for women characters to narrate the stories of their own lives 
with authority, especially when the versions they offer of their lives directly challenge 
false assumptions about their identities or critique oppressive cultural imperatives 																																																																																																																																																																					
more demure expectations for women’s writing – and still achieved considerable 
commercial success by doing so. 
 
21 That said, it bears noting that Capitola stands as the most extreme example among a 
cast of characters that acknowledge how their lives are dictated by various generic 
conventions. For example, after receiving a fortune from a mysterious benefactor, the 
aspiring doctor Traverse Rocke exclaims, “‘I am the hero of a fairy tale…!’” (HH 386) 
Or, as the long-suffering Madam Le Noir explains how she was falsely imprisoned in an 
insane asylum, she admits, “‘My story is almost as melo-dramatic as a modern romance’” 
(HH 404). 
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imposed on them” (157).22 Building on this claim, I argue that Southworth’s reflections 
on The Hidden Hand were not intended merely to inspire female readers to establish 
connections between the events of the text and their own lives so that the latter would 
seem more exciting, as Ihara proposes. Rather, her words challenge these readers to 
contemplate the ways in which “oppressive cultural imperatives” that inform familiar 
generic narratives often limit “the stories of their own lives.” At the same time, her 
remarks also remind readers that, once they acknowledge the force of such limiting 
narratives, they can resist them and tell their own stories “in [their] own way[s],” much as 
Southworth did throughout her career.23  
Since The Hidden Hand’s recuperation and the publication of two modern 
editions, scholars have routinely commented on its self-consciously metafictional 
qualities. Early criticism examines the novel’s “flouting of conventional literary patterns” 																																																								
22 While Stewart acknowledges that race and class also “work to reduce Grewell’s 
chances for immediate credibility,” she maintains that all women in the text face the 
problem of having their narratives deemed “implausible” because of “the fantastic 
elements” built into male villains’ plots against them (158). 
 
23 Early scholarship suggested that Southworth’s biography inspired her tales of 
abandoned women forced to support themselves and their children in a world that 
afforded them few professional opportunities; see, for example, Chapter 9 in Papashvily’s 
All the Happy Endings (1956). Melissa Homestead also includes a brief account of how 
Southworth’s “estranged husband… attempted to appropriate her literary properties and 
royalties” (44) in American Women Authors and Literary Property, pp. 44-49 in 
particular. At the same time, interpreting Southworth’s work this way risks limiting 
contemporary inquiries into “the range and depth of [her] career” (xix), as Homestead 
and Pamela Washington caution in their introduction to E. D. E. N. Southworth: 
Recovering a Nineteenth-Century Popular Novelist (2012). Accordingly, that anthology’s 
essays analyze Southworth’s fiction through a more diverse set of critical lenses. My 
chapter follows this more recent critical trend that turns away from biographical 
interpretation 
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(Dobson 228) found in sentimental, melodramatic, and Gothic fiction, among other 
genres.24 This critical work convincingly shows that, as “a version of Gothic romance… 
cheerfully permitted to run amok by its creator” (Carpenter 17), The Hidden Hand 
deliberately exploits various generic motifs in order to question the legal institutions and 
social norms that limit women’s experiences. As many scholars have noted, the novel 
performs this work primarily through its depiction of Capitola as a “streetwise and self-
reliant female prankster” (Habegger 199) who gleefully thwarts the plots that various 
male characters concoct to restrain her. More recently, some scholars have emphasized 
that The Hidden Hand liberates its white middle-class women from gendered and generic 
expectations at the expense of reinforcing harmful stereotypes about its black characters – 
though others maintain that the novel includes abolitionist undertones and other subtle 
political commentary.25 Another recent line of critical inquiry insists that the novel’s 
																																																								
24 Dobson’s early study examines The Hidden Hand alongside other popular novels that 
exploit sentimental marriage plot conventions, while both Habegger (1981) and 
Carpenter (1993) give particular attention to the novel’s strategic use of Gothicized 
doubling to destabilize readings of its characters as wholly good or evil. Both Eagen Jr. 
(1997) and Love (2008) argue that the text draws on the patterns of characterization and 
plot conventions found in Shakespeare’s comedies. On the subversion of sentimental and 
melodramatic conventions in Southworth’s other novels, see Bakker (1993) on 
Retribution (serialized 1849, novel 1849), Tracey (1999) on Britomarte, the Man-Hater 
(serialized 1865-6, later novelized as Fair Play and How He Won Her in 1868 and 1869, 
respectively), and Ingram (1999) on The Deserted Wife (serialized 1849, novel 1850).  
 
25 See in particular Ings (1996), Okker and Williams (1998), and Landry (2005), as well 
as Chapter 1 in Abate’s Tomboys: A Literary and Cultural History (2008). On the 
abolitionist undertones of the text, see Baym’s introduction to the Oxford University 
Press edition of the novel (1997) as well as Jones (2001). Looby (2004) examines how 
the novel’s “local paratext: the adjacent texts that visually frame its periodical 
appearance” (186) informed both Southworth’s writing and her readers’ reception of its 
subplot featuring the Mexican-American War. Jones (2008) and Haslam (2009) contend 
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metafictionality actually limits Capitola’s agency, for “[w]henever Southworth saves her 
heroine from harm through a remarkable coincidence or inscribes the text with other 
easily recognizable literary devices, she mars the integrity of Capitola’s supposed 
autonomy” (Stewart 155). 
Despite frequent scholarly commentary on The Hidden Hand’s eager exploitation 
of familiar Gothic motifs, no one has thoroughly examined one central narrative pattern 
that looms over each major female character’s storyline: the perpetual threat, but not the 
completed act, of rape.26 While many Gothic texts struggle to reconcile their empathy for 
sexually violated women with their tendency to eroticize suffering female bodies, 
Southworth’s text turns away from representing its heroines’ bodies in pain to dwell on 
the enduring social and emotional consequences of sexual violence – even when such 
violence does not ultimately occur. Indeed, The Hidden Hand rigorously protects its 																																																																																																																																																																					
that the novel exploits both sentimental and Gothic motifs to criticize capital punishment 
and other penological practices.  
 
26 This interest to the text’s Gothic elements hardly seems surprising, as Southworth’s 
contemporary readers frequently noted the resemblance between her early fiction and 
earlier Gothic works, particularly those of Ann Radcliffe. An anonymous review of The 
Deserted Wife (serialized 1849, novel 1850) in Peterson’s Magazine laments that 
Southworth “is more successful in picturing life in Maryland or Virginia, where she has 
always lived, than in picturing it elsewhere: indeed, the moment she leaves her native soil 
her incidents and characters become more and more unreal, until sometimes they almost 
put Mrs. Radcliff [sic] to the blush” (“Review of New Books” 175). Another unsigned 
review of The Discarded Daughter (serialized 1851-2, novel 1852) in Harper’s New 
Monthly Magazine suggests that the tale’s “denouement is produced by ghastly 
contrivances that vie in extravagance with Mrs. Radcliffe’s most superfine horrors” 
(“Literary Notices” 713). An absence of reviews that note the connection between 
Radcliffe’s novels and The Hidden Hand does not mean that Southworth’s contemporary 
readers did not continue to note the similarities between the two author’s texts; rather, as 
Naranjo-Huebl notes, serious literary critics largely stopped reviewing Southworth’s 
work after 1854, so by the time The Hidden Hand appeared in 1859, few reviewers would 
have bothered to comment on it. 
 	
30 
female characters from virtually any bodily harm; nevertheless, its narrative structure 
consistently reminds readers that the threat of sexual violence not only limits their 
choices and movements but also causes considerable anxiety and desperation. In this 
chapter, I argue that The Hidden Hand exposes how the threat of rape is wielded 
coercively over numerous female characters by both individual men and patriarchal 
institutions to limit the ways in which these women understand their subjectivity, sexual 
identity, and sense of ownership over their bodies, experiences, and narrative 
possibilities. At the same time, however, I contend that the text urges its female readers to 
recognize rape as a narrative pattern so that they can subvert it through their own words 
and actions by endowing its protagonist Capitola Black with a heightened awareness of 
the narrative conventions to which male characters want her to adhere. This awareness 
enables her to thwart their gendered and generic coercion by insisting that she is the 
author of her own story and, by extension, the agent in charge of her own body. The 
Hidden Hand thus entertains, even if it does not finally sustain, a striking vision of a 
heroine who thoroughly rewrites familiar narrative patterns in order to claim 
unprecedented sexual agency for herself.   
 
I. Contextualizing Southworth’s representations of rape 
 
 
 Studies of the novel, and of nineteenth-century American women’s novels in 
particular, have eagerly investigated how thoroughly gender and genre produce and 
reinforce one another. Within this extensive critical tradition, narrative representations of 
rape have prompted especially fruitful and contentious debates. By situating my analysis 
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of The Hidden Hand within this ongoing conversation, I show that the novel’s heightened 
awareness of established narrative patterns of rape exposes the limitations that these 
patterns impose on the construction of female characters’ romantic choices, physical 
movements, psychological interiority, and emotional experiences. At the same time, the 
text’s self-consciousness about these generic conventions opens up opportunities to 
envision alternative narrative patterns for its heroines in both implicit and explicit ways.  
Many scholars have examined how nineteenth-century novels produce narrative 
patterns that dictate how both men and women should act in order to uphold the middle-
class ideal of companionate marriage as a fundamental social unit. Joseph Boone 
observes that “the fictional trajectory of desire” (66) fundamentally structures the 
majority of Anglo-American novels.27 Although he identifies three different versions of 
this trajectory – courtship, seduction, and wedlock – he maintains that each one, 
“however apparently differing in their representations of passion” (66), functions to 
uphold “the middle-class belief in romantic wedlock… as the desired goal and natural 
end… of love’s progress” (78). Although these patterns always differ along gendered 
lines, they diverge most strikingly in novels that feature seduction plots – and, as I will 
later discuss, this divergence occurs with particularly fraught implications in texts 
featuring seductions that culminate in rape. The narrative pattern of seduction, Boone 																																																								
27 Boone also identifies a “a vital counter-tradition” of novels that interrogate “the 
tyranny of conventional marriage ideology” in two distinct ways: some “[attack] the 
tradition from within, exposing the dangers of its socially constructed myths,” while the 
others “invent fictional trajectories for the single protagonist, male or female, whose 
successful existence outside the convention calls into question the viability of marital 
roles and arrangements” (19). In Chapter 3, I identify The Hermaphrodite’s protagonist 
Laurence as one whose “fictional trajectory” resists “marital roles and arrangements.” 
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explains, “reads like a tale of courtship… stripped of the veil of social propriety or moral 
constraints” so that “would-be lovers are revealed as sexual antagonists and the witty 
verbal sparring of suitors is transformed into ritualized physical combat” (100). In some 
texts, such as Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740), this sexual antagonism still resolves 
in companionate marriage because the heroine’s steadfast commitment to maintaining her 
chastity finally humbles her male pursuer. In others, such as Susanna Rowson’s Charlotte 
Temple (1794) or Hannah Webster Foster’s The Coquette (1796), the heroine grows so 
weary of her pursuer’s advances that she finally gives into them, only to be quickly and 
thoroughly punished through some combination of pregnancy, insanity, exile, and 
death.28 Yet both of these trajectories, Boone reminds us, naturalize the distinct patterns 
of gendered behavior they produce. Moreover, “this constant dichotomization of the 
sexes” reinforces the uneven power dynamics between genders as it “conceal[s] under the 
trope of oppositional ‘balance’ the sexual asymmetries inherent in a hierarchical order 
based on male dominance and female suppression” (33). 
Although Boone’s sweeping study acknowledges some differences in 
representations of gendered behavior across various seduction novels, more recent 
scholarship has offered more nuanced accounts of how this genre envisions opportunities 
for its heroines to resist limiting beliefs about gender. Ruth Bloch contends that, as a 
heroine’s “fully exposed and tumultuous feelings” drive the seduction plot forward, the 																																																								
28 For analysis of how these and other seduction novels reflected gendered anxieties in 
the early American republic, see Stern, The Plight of Feeling (2008), especially Chapters 
2 and 3, as well as articles by Lewis (1987), Jarenski (2004), Korobkin (2006), and Harris 
(2009). 
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narrative’s extended attention to “her guileless openness, particularly her emotional 
sensitivity and her moral concern for others,” frames her not only as uniquely 
“sympathetic” but also as fundamentally “virtuous” whether she maintains her chastity or 
not (26).29 Katherine Binhammer adds that the preponderance of seduction plots in 
Anglo-American fiction, particularly at the turn into the nineteenth century, “reflects the 
absence, rather than the presence, of a dominant ideology that would constrict female 
desire” (2). She therefore characterizes this tradition as “exploratory and probing” rather 
than “punitive and didactic” as it “pursu[es] questions about the nature of women’s 
affective and erotic lives” (2). Roxanne Eberle also insists that, alongside more 
conventional seduction tales in which the heroine’s sexual fall guarantees her death, a 
more subversive tradition depicting the “harlot’s progress” simultaneously emerged in the 
later half of the eighteenth century. In these texts, an “unchaste” woman’s “contact with 
punitive institutions of power” following her sexual fall “educates her in oppression and 
necessarily provokes her into resistance,” which allows such tales to “address systemic 
sexism, moral hypocrisy, and patriarchal privilege” (6). Collectively, these scholars show 
that the seduction plot afforded writers unique opportunities to interrogate “the problems 
inherent in confusing moral virtue and physical chastity” – particularly through their 																																																								
29 Bloch also notes that seduction novels produced new narratives defining “good male 
characters” not as “ne’er-do-well social climbers and dissolute members of the fallen 
aristocracy” but rather as “steadfast, faithful, devoted husbands and fathers” who also 
happen to be “economically well off, often living on their country estates in semi-
retirement” (26-7). As I will discuss in more detail, although these gendered narrative 
patterns inform The Hidden Hand’s distinctions between good and bad male characters to 
an extent, Southworth’s text simultaneously interrogates this distinction by characterizing 
all male characters, no matter how well-intentioned, as blissfully ignorant of the 
considerable economic and legal privileges they enjoy in contrast to the disempowered 
women they seek either to pursue or protect.  
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specific and nuanced depictions of heroines’ interior states – and to thereby undermine 
the “logic… that all sexual transgressions [must] be severely and fatally punished” 
(Eberle 6).  
Yet while many seduction tales offer rich characterizations of their heroines’ 
emotional and psychological states, narratives that feature rape often define their 
heroines’ experiences more narrowly. As Judith Wilt explains in her analysis of 
Richardson’s Clarissa (1748), “[w]hen [rape] rises between and unites a man and a 
woman in this culture, then in response to it the separate positions are clear: she… must 
strive to keep the relationship clear of act; he… must fight to keep the lines of his action 
clear of relationship” (19). The narrative pattern of rape constructs male and female 
experiences not only as starkly different, Wilt suggests, but also as either aggressively 
active or radically passive. This pattern therefore presents the act of rape as less about the 
gratification of illicit desire and more about the exercise of power along clearly gendered 
lines.30 Because rape serves this distinctive narrative function, it characterizes female 
characters that experience it differently from those who willingly participate in other 
sexual crimes. For example, although adultery routinely appears as another “act of 																																																								
30 Feminist scholars have long debated whether rape should be classified primarily as an 
act of sex or an act of violence; key works in this debate include Brownmiller’s Against 
Our Will (1975), Dworkin’s Intercourse (1987), MacKinnon’s Toward a Feminist Theory 
of the State (1989), and Roiphe’s The Morning After (1993). In Representing Rape 
(2002), Sabine Sielke argues that, despite their sharply differing views on rape, these 
critics have “revitalized some of the discourse as well as the silences kept in late-
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literary texts” (27) around rape. Moreover, she 
maintains that because this debate “[tends] to reduce sexuality to the violation of women 
by men, contemporary American feminist discourse on sexuality and sexual violence… 
has little to say about female pleasure, even less maybe than the early American novel” 
(29). 
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transgression” (4) in the novel tradition, Tony Tanner argues that texts typically frame 
this act as “an extracontractual contract” (6) that constructs both the male and female 
characters that participate in it as mutually consenting agents. By contrast, narratives 
featuring rape typically vacate the heroine’s agency; moreover, they do so using the very 
means through which narratives featuring consensual seduction or extramarital affairs 
endow their heroines with limited power. In particular, as the need to adjudicate whether 
a particular sexual act should be characterized as seduction or rape drives a narrative 
forward, the text must closely scrutinize the heroine’s interior states for evidence of her 
intentions. However, as Frances Ferguson observes, the narrative process of uncovering 
the heroine’s “consent or nonconsent” invariably perpetuates the violence of rape itself 
by simultaneously “demand[ing] further proof” from her and refusing to “take [her] at 
[her] word” (88). Ellen Rooney goes a step further and insists that rigorous inquiry into 
questions of consent shapes perceptions of female sexuality beyond acts that could be 
construed as either seduction or rape. “The very formulation of the problem of sexual 
violence… as the question of distinguishing rape from seduction,” she writes, 
“necessarily blocks the attempt to found a sexuality without victimization, a sexuality 
which is not finally reduced by the active/passive distinction” (1272).31  
To correct this damaging trend, Sharon Marcus insists that we must acknowledge 
“rape as a language” (387); in the subsequent sections of this chapter, I argue that The 
Hidden Hand presciently does just that. By treating rape “as a linguistic fact,” 
Southworth’s novel “ask[s] how the violence of rape is enabled by narratives, complexes 																																																								
31 Rooney’s claims derive from her analysis of the encounter between Tess and Alec in 
Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1892).  
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and institutions which derive their strength not from outright, immutable, unbeatable 
force but rather from their power to structure our lives as imposing cultural scripts” 
(Marcus 388-9).32 The text achieves this keenly self-aware stance, I contend, by 
strategically using Gothic motifs to interrogate how narrative patterns of rape construct 
its female characters’ gender and sexual identities through “imposing cultural scripts.” 
Among the many genres that feature rape narratives, the Gothic particularly enables such 
interrogation because of its central concern with experiences of fear. As Marcus observes, 
“[t]hough feminist theorists of rape have thoroughly analyzed how women serve as 
objects of violence, they have focused less consistently on how women become subjects 
of fear and what effect this subjection has on our enactment of rape scripts” (394).  
Yet if contemporary feminist scholarship has not thoroughly considered how 
“women become subjects of fear” through “rape scripts,” texts in the Gothic tradition 
certainly have. While both Male and Female Gothic texts routinely feature plotlines in 
which sexually antagonistic villains threaten virginal heroines with rape, these subgenres 
crucially differ in whether or not they finally allow that violation to occur and how they 
represent it. Male Gothic texts take gruesome delight in depicting rape and other forms of 
violence against female bodies. Matthew Lewis’s The Monk (1796) emblematizes this 																																																								
32 Although Marcus distinguishes this understanding of rape from other feminist 
interpretations that, in Rooney’s terms, “block the attempt to found a sexuality without 
victimization,” more recent scholarship suggests that Marcus perpetuates this problem. In 
particular, Mardorossian (2014) argues that she unfairly “implies that women who get 
raped do not strategize prior to the rape and therefore that their rape necessarily signifies 
their enactment of the pregiven role of victim” (50). Yet Marcus anticipates this very 
criticism, affirming that “it should certainly not be necessary” for women to have to 
“ward off rape” and that “the ethical burden to prevent rape does not lie with us but with 
rapists and a society which upholds them” (400). 
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tendency most vividly as it “overflows with bodies. Live or dead, chaste or sexual, all are 
depicted with the same brash disregard for delicacy, and all—with perhaps a single 
exception—are female” (Shapira 466). In sharp contrast, Female Gothic novels like Ann 
Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) or The Italian (1797) dwell instead on how 
the threat of rape shapes their heroines’ psychological and emotional experiences, even 
when it does not occur.33 Indeed, although rape is rarely perpetrated in Female Gothic 
texts, its perpetual threat serves as a defining feature of the Female Gothic tradition that 
fundamentally shapes both the heroine’s emotional experiences and self-knowledge.34  
Like Radcliffe’s genre-defining Female Gothic novels, The Hidden Hand refers to 
rape obliquely as a crime “‘darker… than murder’” (HH 98) or a fate “worse… than 
death” (HH 270) and never finally allows this act to occur; however, even as the text 
refuses to name or depict rape explicitly, it does not hesitate to use the threat of rape as a 
narrative pattern to structure its heroines’ storylines. Even more explicitly than 
Radcliffe’s texts, Southworth’s novel self-consciously foregrounds how thoroughly this 																																																								
33 Udolpho’s villain Montoni, for example, subjects the heroine Emily to an extended but 
strikingly vague series of threats when she “‘dare[s] to question his power’”: “‘I have a 
punishment which you think not of; it is terrible!’” he warns her. “‘I could tell you of 
others—I could make you tremble at the bare recital. …I say, I could give you other 
instances of my power and of my character, which it seems you do not understand, or you 
would not defy me’” (394) Although Montoni never makes good on these threats, Emily 
feels so emotionally overwhelmed by “awe and terror” after his tirade that she must 
summon all her strength just to leave the room; when she returns to her own chamber, she 
“[throws] herself upon [her] couch” and spends hours with “[h]er thoughts lost in tumult 
and perplexity” (395). 
 
34 As Kate Ellis describes, “[a] young girl pure enough to be a heroine cannot have the 
forbidden knowledge that would lead her to suspect the presence of ideas of that nature in 
the minds of men. Given the constraints of female virtue, terror becomes… the intense 
emotion …that a ‘good’ female character in a [Female Gothic] novel can have without 
threatening her innocence with respect to male lust” (46). 
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familiar narrative pattern informs its heroines’ self-knowledge and shapes their abilities 
to narrate their own stories. In addition, unlike its more conventional predecessors, this 
text emphasizes how strategically male characters use rape narratives to coercively 
control female characters’ choices, bodies, and property. At the same time, it dramatizes 
a fundamental irony that results from the pervasiveness of rape narratives: when even 
well-intentioned men perceive this threat as omnipresent and seek to protect women from 
it, they unwittingly expose them to situations in which they are threatened more acutely 
than they would be if they could make their own choices. By revealing how both male 
and female characters in The Hidden Hand struggle to escape familiar narrative patterns 
of rape and the intersecting beliefs about gender and sexuality that these narratives 
produce, this text advocates that women should have the opportunity to narrate their own 
stories and construct their own identities in ways that do not conflate female sexuality 
with victimization.  
In the following sections of this chapter, I argue that The Hidden Hand advocates 
for women’s control over their own narratives both implicitly and explicitly throughout 
its intersecting storylines. I first examine how the subplots featuring two more 
conventional heroines – Marah Rocke and Madam Le Noir – subtly advocate for a 
woman’s right to tell her own story by dramatizing the serious consequences these 
characters experience when this right is denied. In both subplots, The Hidden Hand casts 
Gabriel Le Noir as a classic Gothic villain that uses the narrative pattern of rape to 
manipulate patriarchal legal and social norms in order to consolidate his own power. 
After both Marah and Madam Le Noir endure his persecution for many years, they both 
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finally achieve justice when they have the opportunity to recount their experiences and 
correct the false assumptions others have made about them based on the narrative control 
Le Noir has wielded over them. Significantly, both women achieve justice by sharing 
their experiences with younger male characters that are more willing to listen to them 
than the text’s older men; yet even as these men validate the women’s stories, their 
subsequent efforts to assist them belie their underlying assumptions that women are 
victims in need of saving. In addition, while both subplots resolve happily, The Hidden 
Hand gives careful attention to both heroines’ painful psychological and emotional 
consequences that result from their trauma and presents the opportunity narrate their own 
experiences as a potentially healing act. At the same time, the text emphasizes that, even 
in their own narratives, these heroines struggle to see themselves as anything other than 
victims. 
Second, I analyze how The Hidden Hand frames one of its younger female 
characters, Clara Day, as another heroine who is situated to a conventional Female 
Gothic plot but who resists this plot in moderately unconventional ways. Clara becomes 
Gabriel Le Noir’s ward after her father’s untimely death and his tragic failure to amend 
his will to represent his final wish that she marry her beloved Traverse once she comes of 
age. She steadfastly resists his attempts to steal her considerable property by marrying her 
to his son Craven until he finally threatens to rape her if she does not consent to the 
marriage; rather than give in to his demand or risk sexual ruin, however, Clara determines 
to kill herself until her neighbor and new friend Capitola intervenes. Although Clara 
resembles both Marah and Madame Le Noir as she finds herself situated in a narrative 
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pattern that figures her as a sexual victim, she also exercises more narrative autonomy as 
she speaks up to voice her legal rights over her body, property, and marital choices. In 
addition, with Capitola’s help, she demonstrates the capacity to rewrite the familiar 
narrative pattern of rape by strategically performing her gender in order to escape from 
Le Noir’s control.   
Alongside these storylines featuring more conventional heroines, The Hidden 
Hand also champions a woman’s right to tell her own story about her body and its sexual 
experiences more explicitly through its depiction of its central heroine Capitola Black. As 
I discuss in the final section of this chapter, we know from the start of Capitola’s tale that 
she does not allow the threat of rape to control her as she enters the novel dressed in 
boy’s clothes selling newspapers on the streets of New York, both to support herself and 
to protect herself from unwanted advances. After Warfield claims her as his ward and 
brings her to his plantation in Virginia, she resists his efforts to make her behave like a 
proper lady and takes great pleasure in exploring the mysteries of his home Hurricane 
Hall and the surrounding countryside. Although Capitola takes it quite seriously when 
male characters intentionally or inadvertently impugn her sexual virtue, she 
simultaneously maintains her control over that virtue by performing a variety of roles that 
enable her both to expose the hypocritical beliefs well-intentioned men hold about her 
body and to escape from situations where less benevolent men directly threaten her with 
sexual violence. The Hidden Hand thus characterizes Capitola as keenly aware that rape 
is “a scripted performance” and endows her with the skills she needs to intervene in that 
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script and “rewrite it” in order to undermine the “imagined feminine powerlessness” and 
“the physical passivity which it directs [women] to adopt” (Marcus 392). 
As Capitola strategically manipulates the types of sexual narratives that limit the 
other women in the text, she refuses to be situated in narratives that construct her as a 
sexual victim. At the same time, The Hidden Hand registers striking ambivalence toward 
Capitola’s potential as a sexually agentive woman through its treatment of the trapdoor in 
her bedchamber’s floor and the cavern that exists beneath it. Capitola exhibits keen 
curiosity about the cavern beneath the trapdoor rather than fear, signaling her eagerness 
to uncover the secrets of her body and its desires.35 The sexual potential of this space 
emerges most strikingly when she must open it in order to ensnare Black Donald, the 
neighborhood’s notorious outlaw who has been tasked with her murder by Gabriel Le 
Noir and who has developed his own dangerous interest in her. As the climax of an erotic 
exchange in which both Capitola and Black Donald demonstrate hyperawareness of their 
generic roles, the text entertains the possibility that she might finally use her knowledge 
of gendered and sexual scripts in order to transform Black Donald’s attempted rape and 
murder into a consensual premarital tryst. However, the text then seems to shy away from 																																																								
35 As Shapira observes, “[t]he Radcliffean heroine has a body, of course; how else could 
she be whisked away to the mountains by villains, fall to the ground in a fearful swoon, 
or tremble with hunger and fatigue? …Yet the physical presence Radcliffe allows her 
heroines is usually minimal, and it is frequently mitigated by … [a] strong emphasis on 
affect systematically shifts the textual focus from the solidity of flesh to the intangible 
thrills and tremors of response” (463-4). She goes on to argue that Radcliffe’s reluctance 
to talk about sex may have derived from her desire not to impugn her literary reputation: 
“For an eighteenth-century woman author seeking respectability and acceptance, writing 
about the disrupted, sensational body—or, for that matter, about the body at all—was no 
simple matter…. Radcliffe’s bodies are often equivocal figures, whose evanescence, 
beyond its thematic meanings, was also a useful defence against critical and social 
censure” (456). 
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this possibility when Capitola springs the trapdoor, catapults Black Donald into the 
cavern below, and then reacts with horror to her drastic action. As Capitola’s subversive 
storyline subsequently comes to a conventional ending with her marriage to Herbert 
Greyson, The Hidden Hand restrains its vision of a female protagonist with such 
remarkable sexual prowess – although it simultaneously keeps the possibility for future 
sexual adventures open when she facilitates Black Donald’s escape from jail. 
 
II. “That was the first and last time I ever did protest!”: Marah Rocke & Madam Le Noir 
 
 
The Hidden Hand features two older heroines – Marah Rocke and Madame Le 
Noir – that struggle against male characters that insist on situating them within narrative 
patterns that cast them as victims and severely limit their choices. Orphaned at young 
ages, both women become teenage brides entirely dependent on much older but 
seemingly benevolent husbands who view marriage as the only means of protecting them 
from being sexually victimized by other men. Yet in both cases these good intentions 
backfire, albeit for different reasons, and both Marah and Madame Le Noir subsequently 
find their bodies, property, and narratives controlled by the villainous Gabriel Le Noir. 
Yet even as the novel shows how successfully Le Noir wields the familiar narrative 
pattern of rape to circumscribe the choices both women can make, the text 
simultaneously counteracts the narrative limitations he imposes by giving careful 
attention to the unique interior experiences of each heroine. As this particularization 
encourages readers’ sympathy, it also challenges them to recognize how different 
institutions and social norms disenfranchise women. In this respect, The Hidden Hand 
 	
43 
serves as a forerunner to the tradition of late nineteenth- and twentieth-century tales of 
sexual violence that Deborah Horvitz has identified as “focus[ing] on the individualized 
nuances and textures of each victim’s narrative” (5) in order “to deconstruct the 
relationship between political power and sexual violence at both institutional and 
individual levels” (2).36  
Yet even as Southworth’s novel gives such empathetic attention to its female 
characters’ experiences and foregrounds their enduring strength in the face of harsh trials, 
it also reveals how both Marah and Madame Le Noir struggle to view themselves as 
anything other than victims. When both women have opportunities to recount their 
experiences to younger male characters that hold flexible beliefs about gender and 
sexuality, their own words reveal that the narrative patterns that cast women as sexual 
victims constrain their self-knowledge. Moreover, even though these younger male 
characters give Marah and Madame Le Noir narrative opportunities that older men have 
withheld from them, they subsequently undermine the women’s authorial control through 
their efforts to restore justice by situating them as passive victims of patriarchal abuses 
rather than as active authors of their own destinies. For this reason, while I agree with 
Stewart that critical interest in Capitola has led many scholars to “underestimate the 																																																								
36 This emphasis on attending to “the individualized nuances and textures of each 
victim’s narrative” resonates with the strategy for reframing sexual trauma that 
Cvetkovich articulates in An Archive of Feelings (2003): “Sometimes the impact of 
sexual trauma doesn’t seem to measure up to that of collectively experienced historical 
events, such as war or genocide. Sometimes it seems invisible because it is confined to 
the domestic or private sphere. Sometimes it doesn’t appear sufficiently catastrophic 
because it doesn’t produce dead bodies or even, necessarily, damaged ones. Although one 
feminist response has been to argue for the inclusion and equation of sexual trauma with 
other forms, my hunch has been that its persistent invisibility demands quite a different 
approach, one that can recognize trauma’s specificities and variations” (3). 
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extent to which other women characters in the novel …challeng[e] the status quo” (154), 
I also want to acknowledge how strategically The Hidden Hand emphasizes that these 
other female characters remain largely subject to – and therefore emerge as subjects 
constructed by – limiting narratives of women’s sexual victimization. To borrow Lynn 
Higgins and Brenda Silver’s terminology, Marah and Madam Le Noir’s enduring sense 
of victimhood confirms that “rape and rapability are central to the very construction” of 
their “subjectivity and sense of [themselves] as sexual beings” (3) even when they have 
not experienced the act itself. 
Marah’s retrospective account of both her marriage to Ira Warfield and her 
persecution by Gabriel Le Noir illuminates how narrative patterns of rape entrap women 
within a limited and disempowering set of gendered behaviors. The text depicts the 
imbalance of power between Marah and her husband from the moment they meet. As 
Marah tells Warfield’s nephew Herbert Greyson, she is “‘a young, slight, pale girl… with 
no learning’” as well as “‘a friendless orphan, without either parents or relatives’” when 
Warfield first rides past her cottage “‘upon his noble, coal black steed, and in his martial 
uniform, looking so vigorous, handsome and kingly, [that] he seemed to me almost a god 
to worship’” (HH 82-3). She explains that this wide difference in social status 
simultaneously fuels the attachment between them and shapes the roles they perform 
within their burgeoning relationship: “‘when he looked at me, his eyes seemed to send 
new warmth to my chilled heart; when he spoke, too, his tones seemed to strengthen me; 
while he stayed, his presence seemed to protect me’” (HH 83). Reflecting the 
“dichotomization of the sexes” that Boone identifies in conventional narratives of desire, 
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Marah’s description of her courtship distinguishes between Warfield actively “looking 
at,” “speaking to,” and “staying with” her while she passively receives his “warmth,” 
“strength,” and “protection.” After they marry, this dichotomization also informs 
Warfield’s desire to protect Marah and leads him to seclude her in a cabin near the fort 
where he serves. Ironically, however, this seclusion makes her an object of interest to the 
other soldiers. Moreover, Warfield’s prideful resistance to acknowledging his marriage to 
a woman of lower social rank leads these men to speak “‘freely‘” of Marah’s “‘name and 
fame’” (HH 84). Among the many “‘young officers’” that “‘often stole out to 
reconnoitre’” her home, Marah tells Herbert that Gabriel Le Noir is particularly persistent 
in his attentions until one morning, “‘finding my cabin door open and myself alone, he 
ventured unbidden across my threshold, and by his free conversation, and bold 
admiration, offended and alarmed me’” (HH 84). Here again her words recall the familiar 
narrative patterns that construct men and women in opposition: whereas Le Noir actively 
makes “free conversation” and expresses his “bold admiration,” Marah can only 
passively feel “offended and alarmed” by his advances. As Le Noir becomes 
“‘ubiquitous’” in his “‘offensive admiration’” (HH 85), Marah tells Herbert that she 
“‘confined [herself] strictly to [her] cabin’” (HH 86), a decision that indicates how 
thoroughly she has been conditioned to believe that she has limited options for 
responding to unwanted sexual advances. The novel’s strategic plotting subsequently 
exposes how damaging these limitations imposed upon women can be when Marah’s 
seclusion sets the stage for Le Noir’s attempted rape.  
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Even though Le Noir does not ultimately rape Marah, her account of his attempt 
reveals a key contradiction embodied in narrative patterns surrounding this act. As she 
tells Herbert, after going to bed one night before Warfield returns from the fort, she hears 
“‘a footstep’” and “‘a low voice’” in her chamber and assumes that the man who has 
entered and “‘[begun] to take off his coat in the dark’” is her husband (HH 86). When 
Warfield himself bursts into her chamber, however, she realizes that “‘the half-undressed 
man in my chamber was Captain Le Noir! I saw, and swooned away!’” (HH 86) Marah’s 
involuntary physical response to Le Noir’s attempted rape aligns with the language 
Joanna Bourke has identified in many other accounts of completed rapes from this period. 
“When a woman’s response to being raped was discussed… [both] in forensic 
descriptions and in more popular accounts,” she writes, “it was generally to insist that she 
had been rendered ‘insensible’’” (33). Yet Bourke also emphasizes that “‘insensible’ does 
not necessarily mean ‘unconscious’” (33) in these accounts and insists that the use of this 
term should not be interpreted as a form of silence. Instead, she contends, “it was 
precisely the testimony of the insensible body that enabled women to speak of violation: 
it provided incontrovertible proof of her moral virtue. In other words, the ‘sensible’ body 
was seductive and either invited abuse or would have been able to repulse any attack. The 
‘insensible’ rape victim testified to ‘true’ violation” (33). Although Le Noir does not 
complete his rape, Marah’s swoon still should function as “incontrovertible proof of her 
moral virtue” according to the narrative pattern Bourke describes.37 Yet Warfield’s 																																																								
37 Ferguson offers a similar interpretation of Clarissa’s unconsciousness during her rape: 
“On the one hand, Clarissa’s unconsciousness… eliminates her capacity not to consent to 
her rape. Therefore, her resistance to the rape has been made impossible. On the other 
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response reveals an inherent flaw in this paradigm: because the unconscious Marah 
cannot offer her own narrative to explain what has happened, he supplies his own and 
assumes what “‘“he had seen with his own eyes”’” (HH 87) is actually a consensual 
adulterous tryst. When Warfield subsequently abandons Marah, The Hidden Hand 
foregrounds how, without a language to speak directly about rape, she remains at the 
mercy of men and the narratives they wield.  
Indeed, Marah’s struggle to speak – not just at this moment but throughout her 
relationship with Warfield – reveals another more insidious way in which rape narratives 
limit women’s sexual expression. Even when Warfield first proposes to her, Marah tells 
Herbert that she could not articulate the intense passion she felt: “‘I do not know what I 
answered, or if I answered anything. I only know that when I understood what he meant 
my heart trembled with instinctive terror at its own excessive joy!’” (HH 83) After their 
marriage, she recalls that this difficulty in voicing her devotion remained an enduring 
problem: 
“…happy, grateful, adoring as I was, I was also shy, timid, and bashful—
never proving the deep love I bore my husband except by the most perfect 
self-abandonment to his will. All this deep though quiet devotion he 
understood as mere passive obedience devoid of love. As this continued he 
grew uneasy, and often asked me if I cared for him at all, or if it were 
possible for a young girl like me to love an old man like himself. …I used 
to whisper in answer, ‘Yes,’ and still ‘Yes.’ But this never satisfied Major 
Warfield. One day, when he asked me if I cared for him the least in the 
world, I suddenly answered, that if he were to die I should throw myself 
across his grave, and lie there until death should release me! whereupon he 
broke into a loud laugh, saying, ‘Methinks the lady doth protest too 																																																																																																																																																																					
hand, her resistance has been made inescapable. …The stipulation that unconsciousness 
is nonconsent—even though it necessarily cannot manifest itself as physical resistance—
thus provides that Clarissa’s nonconsent continues even in her absence, even in her 
unconsciousness” (100). 
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much.’ I was already blushing deeply at the unwonted vehemence of my 
own words, although I had spoken only as I felt—the very, very truth; but 
his laugh and his jest so increased my confusion—that—in fine that it was 
the first and last time I ever did protest! Like Lear’s Cordelia, I was 
tongue-tied—I had no words to assure him.” (HH 83-4) 
 
This passage reveals how thoroughly the contradictions within rape narratives function to 
silence Marah. Convinced that his primary role as a husband involves protecting his wife 
from other men’s unwanted sexual advances, Warfield remains blind to the fact that 
Marah might be capable of feeling genuine sexual passion for him. Because rape 
narratives dictate that women cannot experience sexuality as anything other than 
victimization, it denies them the necessary language to express or act on sexual desire.38 
For this reason, after being mocked by Warfield, Marah remains self-consciously silent 
about both her enduring commitment to him and Le Noir’s continued persecution. As she 
tells Herbert, “‘I loved my husband’s very footprints better than I did the whole human 
race besides; but I could not tell him so then. …[T]hough my heart was so full, I had so 
little power of utterance’” (HH 85).  
Marah does discover her “power of utterance,” but only after Warfield leaves her; 
yet even as the text allows her to voice her psychological and emotional pain following 
her abandonment, it simultaneously displays how she constructs her own story according 																																																								
38 The contradiction exposed here resembles the contradiction that Ferguson identifies in 
Clarissa’s unconsciousness during her rape: “What Clarissa’s unconsciousness 
establishes for the psychological novel, then, is a pattern of psychological complexity that 
does not at all directly express mental states but rather relies on the contradiction built 
into the formal stipulation of them. Psychological complexity, that is, pits the stipulated 
mental state against one’s actual mental state, so that one is able to resist without 
resisting, can have a mental state even in unconsciousness, and is unable to consent even 
if one wants to” (101, emphasis added). 
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to familiar narrative patterns that position women as victims.39 Of course, Marah’s story 
departs from this familiar narrative pattern because Le Noir does not complete his rape. 
However, The Hidden Hand still takes Marah’s trauma seriously; in doing so, the text 
implicitly recognizes that not only the act of rape, but the larger culture that constructs it 
as an enduring threat, influences how women view themselves.40 To borrow Rooney’s 
terminology, in the absence of an explicit account of the rape itself, the “textual sign” of 
the act – or, in this case, the attempt – becomes “a long passage of mourning” (1269) in 
Marah’s tale: 
“I awoke from that deadly swoon to find myself alone, deserted, cast 
away! Oh! torn out from the warmth and light and safety of my home in 
my husband’s heart, and hurled forth shivering, faint and helpless upon the 
bleak world! and all this in twenty-four hours! Ah! I did not lack the 
power of expression then! happiness had never given it to me – anguish 
conferred it upon me! that one fell stroke of fate cleft the rock of silence in 
my soul, and the fountain of utterance gushed freely forth. I wrote to him – 
but my letters might as well have been dropped into a well. I went to him, 
but was spurned away. I prayed him with tears to have pity on our unborn 
babe; but he laughed aloud in scorn, and called it by an opprobrious name! 
Letters, prayers, tears, were all in vain. He never had acknowledged our 
marriage, he now declared that he never would do so; he discarded me, 
disowned my child, and forbade us ever to take his name!” (HH 86) 
 
																																																								
39 Although this attention to Marah’s interior state is not uncommon in fictional rape 
narratives, Bourke notes that such attention was not given to real rape cases in this era. 
“Bodily pain was acknowledged,” she writes, “but not psychological anguish” (26). 
40 Indeed, the text implies that Marah’s trauma has lingering effects to the present day of 
the text, nearly two decades later. When Traverse expresses concern about his mother’s 
wellbeing to his mentor Doctor Day, he offers a striking diagnosis: “Marah Rocke is 
starving slowly and in every way! mind, soul, and body! her body is slowly wasting from 
the want of proper nutriment, her heart from the want of human sympathy, her mind from 
the need of social intercourse” (HH 94). His assessment registers the physical and 
emotional consequences that Marah continues to experience because both Le Noir and 
Warfield refused to let her make her own sexual choices.  
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Although this passage importantly foregrounds Marah’s newfound “power of expression” 
through the letters she writes and the words she speaks, it also underscores how Warfield 
remains in control of the language that circulates between them: he uses an “opprobrious 
name” to label their child, refuses to “acknowledge [his] marriage” to her, and even 
denies her the right to use his surname. Moreover, despite the empathetic attention the 
text gives to Marah’s suffering, it implies that the same familiar narrative patterns that Le 
Noir and Warfield use against her limit her own sense of her available choices. Rather 
than reacting with indignation when her husband refuses to believe her account or 
demanding legal recourse after he abandons her, she “pray[s]… with tears” and seeks 
“pity” for herself as well as her “unborn babe.”41 Moreover, when Herbert laments that 
she was “‘without a father or a brother or a friend in the world to take [her] part,’” Marah 
strikingly responds that she never considered seeking restitution: “‘Nor would I have 
used any of these agencies, had I possessed them! If my wifehood and motherhood, my 
affection and my helplessness, were not advocates strong enough to win my cause, I 
could not have borne to employ others’” (HH 86-7).42 Although her youth, lack of 
education, and status as a “friendless orphan” all conspire to prevent her from 																																																								
41 For an analysis of Southworth’s treatment of legal narrative patterns concerning 
deserted wives elsewhere in her canon, see Korobkin (2014) on The Deserted Wife and its 
influence on William Dean Howells’ A Modern Instance (1882).  
 
42 Marah’s decision contrasts sharply with the actions of Marion Tempest, the deserted 
wife in Alcott’s A Long Fatal Love Chase who, as I discuss in Chapter 3, harbors no 
romantic notions about the social contract of marriage and instead successfully wields her 
legal rights in order to gain what she wants – full custody of her son – from her estranged 
husband Phillip. Although Marion is also a teenage bride when she weds her duplicitous 
husband, she does not take legal action against him until she is in her mid-thirties, 
indicating that age and experience have given her the knowledge and confidence she 
needs to take this step.  
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immediately legally contesting Warfield’s abandonment, these words – spoken after she 
has aged and gained experience – reveal how Marah’s learned sense of helplessness still 
informs her self-conception. Although telling her tale to Herbert provides her with a 
narrative outlet long denied her, her account nevertheless reveals that she cannot 
construct her own story independent from larger narrative patterns that frame women as 
victims. 
As Herbert listens to Marah’s tale of her troubled past and affirms the pain she 
voices, The Hidden Hand illuminates subtle differences in how members of the novel’s 
older and younger generations understand the narrative patterns that produce limiting 
gender and sexual norms. At the same time, his response to her account still subtly 
enforces some of those patterns. After Marah completes her tale, Herbert vows that she 
will receive restitution from her estranged husband, even if it must happen after his death: 
“‘[Warfield] talks of making me his heir. Should he persist in such blind injustice, the 
day I come into the property, I shall turn it all over to his widow and son’” (HH 87). 
Though generous, Herbert’s declaration still upholds the idea that women need male 
advocates – as do his actions throughout the remainder of the novel, as he works without 
Marah’s knowledge to encourage Warfield to acknowledge his wife until he at last brings 
about their reunion.43 Moreover, despite his knowledge of Warfield’s unkindness to 
Marah – particularly his mocking attitude toward her genuine expressions of love even 																																																								
43 This scene of reconciliation, while poignant, suggests that Marah still remains limited 
by familiar narrative patterns, for she does not speak when Warfield begs for her 
forgiveness; instead, she “silently plac[es] both her hands in his” (HH 427) in order to 
express her feelings. 
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before Le Noir’s interference – Herbert glosses over this aspect of their relationship when 
he reveals to Marah’s son Traverse that Warfield is his father. Instead, he tells his friend: 
“‘Major Warfield, as well as his wife, was more sinned against than sinning. Your 
parents were both victims of a cruel conspiracy, and he suffered as much in his way, as 
she did in hers’” (HH 414). Herbert’s subtle rewriting of Marah’s narrative encourages 
Traverse to forgive his father and paves the way for their reunion as it displaces 
Warfield’s responsibility for Marah’s sorrow onto the villainous Le Noir.44 Yet however 
well intentioned Herbert’s rewriting may be – and however eager Marah may be to 
reconcile with Warfield despite his past unkindness – his efforts imply that men remain in 
charge of the narratives that dictate women’s experiences and circumscribe their choices, 
even as a new generation comes of age.45   
 
The Hidden Hand’s subplot featuring Capitola’s mother Madame Le Noir further 
underscores how thoroughly men wield control of women’s narratives; this storyline, 
however, more explicitly invokes Gothic conventions both to represent the extreme 
nature of its heroine’s disempowerment and to provide her with subtle opportunities to 																																																								
44 Traverse also demonstrates that he views his mother as a helpless victim. “‘In the olden 
times of chivalry,’” he tells her at one point, “‘young knights bound themselves by sacred 
vows to the service of some lady, and labored long and perilously in her honor; for her, 
blood was split—for her, fields were won; but, mother, never yet toiled knight in the 
battlefield for his lady-love as I will, in the battle of life, for my dearest lady—my own 
mother’” (HH 80).  
 
45 In arguing that Herbert exerts subtle control over Marah’s narrative, my analysis 
departs from Carpenter’s, as she insists that “every male character in the book, with the 
notable exception of Herbert Grayson [sic], claims the right to dominate at least one 
woman” (22). 
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reclaim her power. Like Marah, Madame Le Noir marries her husband at an 
exceptionally young age because he believes that marriage is the only way to protect her. 
While traveling in Paris, the wealthy American Eugene Le Noir meets “‘a mere child’” of 
fourteen whose parents have “‘perished on the scaffold in the sacred cause of liberty;’” 
uncertain as to “‘how he could help without compromising her,’” he finally determines to 
marry her and bring her to the Hidden House, his family’s estate in Virginia (HH 157).46 
This marriage produces “‘one simultaneous outcry of shame’” until Eugene’s intentions 
become clear; then, the neighborhood’s “‘disapproval changed to commendation’” (HH 
157). This abrupt shift in the collective attitude toward the Le Noirs’ marriage reveals 
another contradiction in narrative patterns that construct women as sexual victims. In a 
culture perpetually worried about women falling prey to sexual violence, they may be 
encouraged to marry at extremely young ages; these marriages subsequently lead women 
to become sexually active earlier than they otherwise might, but this sexual activity is 																																																								
46 The text implicitly questions whether marriage was really Eugene’s only option to 
“help” Madame Le Noir when she later reveals additional details about their early 
relationship. As she tells Traverse, at first Eugene “‘assumed the position of guardian to 
me, and placed me at one of the best schools in Paris. …I clung to him with the affection 
for a father or an elder brother, and I knew he loved me with the tender, protecting 
affection he would have given a younger sister’” (HH 405). After “‘some months’” of 
this arrangement, Eugene was called to return to his home in Virginia to attend his dying 
father; when his ward expressed her sorrow at his impending departure, he replied: 
“‘“There is but one way in which I can take you with me, my child,”’” and asked her to 
marry him (HH 405) Strikingly, Madame Le Noir does not include her response when 
she recounts these events to Traverse; she states only that they were “‘married the same 
day, and sailed the third morning thereafter’” (HH 405). Although she subsequently 
recalls that she was “‘very happy’” (HH 406) in her marriage, the absence of her vocal 
consent recalls Marah’s inability to respond explicitly to Warfield’s marriage proposal. 
Taken together, both narratives thus suggest that there may be something coercive about 
these ostensibly consensual marriages between younger women and older men.  
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viewed as socially acceptable.47 The Hidden Hand’s strategic Gothic plotting suggests 
that dire consequences may follow when young women enter into marriage prematurely: 
shortly after Eugene dies under suspicious circumstances and his younger brother Gabriel 
takes control of the family estate, Madame Le Noir discovers she is pregnant and thus 
becomes uniquely susceptible to her brother-in-law’s ruthless efforts to secure the power 
he has usurped.48  
As in the subplot featuring Marah, Gabriel Le Noir exercises his power over 
Madame Le Noir by manipulating her narrative; yet in this case, she learns to turn to her 
own advantage the same Gothic plot conventions he initially wields against her. After 
suffering for many years, she finally recounts her story to Traverse Rocke when he meets 
her in an asylum in New Orleans. As she begins her tale by describing her confrontation 
with her brother-in-law over her pregnancy, her words emphasize how effectively Le 
Noir crafts a narrative that redefines her sexual activity so that it will not threaten his 
tenuous claim to power: 																																																								
47 This shared attitude also informs how some characters perceive the relationship 
between Warfield and Capitola. When Warfield first returns from New York with 
sixteen-year-old Capitola as his ward, his housekeeper Mrs. Condiment thinks to herself: 
“‘The old fool has gone and married a young wife, sure enough; a mere chit of a child’” 
(HH 63). Although these unspoken remarks register her disapproval, they also intimate 
that marriage is the only relationship she can envision between a man and a young girl. 
 
48 The terms of inheritance that dictate Gabriel’s machinations position him, like many 
canonical Gothic villains, as “a second son” who is therefore also “a victim of 
primogeniture and the practices linked to it” (Ellis 43). As Warfield explains to Reverend 
Goodwin, when Eugene and Gabriel’s father died, he left “‘a will to this effect: the 
landed estate, including the coal and iron-mines, the Hidden House, and all of the 
negroes, stock, furniture and other personal property upon the premises, to his eldest son 
Eugene, with this proviso; that if Eugene should die without issue, the landed estate, 
house, negroes, etc., should descend to his younger brother Gabriel. To Gabriel he left his 
bank-stock and blessing’” (HH 157). 
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“Oh, Dr. Rocke, I could not tell you the avalanche of abuse, insult, and 
invective that he hurled upon my defenceless head. He accused me of 
more crimes than I had ever heard talk of. He told me that my condition 
was an impossible one unless I had been false to the memory of his 
brother; that I had dishonored his name disgraced his house, and brought 
myself to shame; that I should leave the roof, leave the neighborhood, and 
die as I deserved to die, in a ditch! I made no reply. I was crushed into 
silence under the weight of his reproaches.” (HH 406) 
 
Just as Marah has “‘so little power of utterance’” to assure Warfield of her fidelity, 
Madame Le Noir feels silenced of the narrative of sexual disloyalty in which Le Noir 
casts her. Like Marah, Madame Le Noir does not challenge these wrongful accusations 
because of her youth and lack of supportive friends; in addition, she tells Traverse that 
her status as “‘a foreigner’” further disenfranchises her, as she “‘did not know your land, 
or your laws, or your people’” (HH 407).49 At the same time, additional details in her 
account suggest that her silence also stems from her inability to craft a narrative for 
herself that does not involve sexual victimization. Indeed, she confesses to Traverse that 
Le Noir leads her to doubt her loyalty to her husband: “‘I knew …that I had been a 
faithful wife, but when Gabriel Le Noir accused me with such bitter earnestness, I feared 
that some strange departure from the usual course of nature had occurred for my 
destruction’” (HH 407). Capitalizing on her “‘mortification, terror, and despair’” (HH 																																																								
49 As Madame Le Noir’s failure to seek legal recourse against her brother-in-law elicits 
readers’ empathy for her, it anticipates the plotting of Hardy’s Tess: “Tess may simply 
not know how to proceed against Alec legally because she understands neither the law 
nor her place in it. …She cannot seek help from a legal system that she apparently knows 
nothing about”  (227). The Hidden Hand also implies that Madam Le Noir’s linguistic 
limitations may stymie her ability to construct her own narrative. When she first married 
Eugene, “‘she spoke English in “broken music;” but soon her accent became as perfect as 
if she had been native-born—how could it have been otherwise when her teacher and 
inspirer was Love?’” (HH 157-8) This passage intimates that, although Madame Le Noir 
became fluent in English, she did so only by speaking to her husband and thereby 
learning narrative patterns of romantic love that limit her choices after his death.  
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407), Le Noir uses her purported sexual disgrace as pretext to imprison her in the Hidden 
House’s attic until she gives birth to twins – a son who quickly dies and a daughter who 
survives.50 Strikingly, however, Madame Le Noir’s “‘mother’s instinct’” (HH 407) 
compels her to reclaim control over her narrative when she convinces her midwife Nancy 
Grewell to take her daughter away along with her wedding ring as proof of the child’s 
identity. Madame Le Noir’s subsequent efforts to discover her daughter’s fate leads her to 
seek out “‘knowledge in one way or another—picking up books and hearing stray 
conversation’” until she finally “‘learned how gross a deception and how great a wrong 
had been practiced upon [her]’” (HH 409). Yet once Le Noir discovers her “creep[ing] 
about the halls and passages on tiptoe and under cover of the night… [to] listen at 
keyholes’” (HH 407-8), he forcibly removes her to an asylum in another state so she 
cannot reveal his treachery.51 By casting her as a woman who “‘lost her reason through 																																																								
50 To ensure that no one in the neighborhood suspects that Madame Le Noir has been 
imprisoned, her brother-in-law tells people that she has gone insane and been 
institutionalized many years before he actually takes her to the asylum in New Orleans. 
He also perpetuates rumors that the house is haunted so that anyone who sees Madame 
Le Noir through the attic window will not realize she is a living being entrapped here. As 
she tells Traverse: “‘They gave me a chamber-lamp enclosed in an intense blue shade, 
that cast a strange unearthly light around …[so] this light might be seen from without in 
what was reputed to be an uninhabited portion of the house, and give color to its bad 
reputation among the ignorant of being haunted’” (HH 408). 
 
51 Madam Le Noir’s violent kidnapping constitutes the most graphic depiction of physical 
violence against a woman in the novel. Yet even in this case, The Hidden Hand more 
closely resembles Female Gothic novels than Male ones in its treatment of violated 
female bodies. Rather than depicting this act directly, the text filters it through Clara 
Day’s perspective in order to augment her concern for her own bodily safety while being 
held against her will at the Hidden House: “She knew that the cry that had startled her 
from sleep, had burst in strong agony from human lips. That the helpless weight she had 
heard dragged down the stairs and along the whole length of the passage, was some dead 
or insensible human form! That the blood she had seen upon the hand of [the 
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sorrow and shame’” (HH 398) following a sexual fall, moreover, he ensures that her 
efforts to narrate her own story will never be taken seriously.52  
While Madame Le Noir’s domestic imprisonment and nighttime wanderings 
clearly align her with Jane Eyre’s (1847) Bertha Mason, The Hidden Hand reimagines 
this character from Brontë’s novel by affording its own “madwoman in the attic” the 
cognitive clarity to tell her own story.53 When she finally has the opportunity to speak 
with Traverse, the text foregrounds her emotional experiences in order to affirm the 
narrative agency she has long been denied. Madame Le Noir prefaces her account by 
insisting that her strong emotions are not symptomatic of madness; rather, they are 
natural result of having been denied the right to tell her own story: 
“I have been wild with grief, frantic with despair, but never for one hour in 
the whole course of my life have I been insane. …They have taken my 
brother-in-law’s false story, endorsed as it is by the doctor-proprietor, for 
granted. And just so long as I persist in telling my true story, they will 
consider me a monomaniac, and so often as the thought of my many 
wrongs and sorrows, combines with the nervous irritability to which every 
woman is occasionally subject, and makes me rave with impatience and 
excitement, they will report me a dangerous lunatic, subject to the 																																																																																																																																																																					
housekeeper] Dorcas Knight, was—oh, heaven, her mind shrank back appalled with 
horror, at the thought which she dared not entertain!” (HH 264)  
 
52 Before Traverse speaks to Madame Le Noir herself, the asylum’s proprietor describes 
the circumstances under which she was committed and thereby reveals the narrative Le 
Noir constructed to ensure that her own account would be understood as a delusion: “This 
poor, crazed creature fancies that she is the sister-in-law of this officer illustrious! she 
thinks that she is the widow of his elder brother, whom she imagines he murdered, and 
that she is the mother of children whom she says he has abducted or destroyed, so that he 
may enjoy the estate that is her widow’s dower and their orphans’ patrimony!” (HH 398-
9) 
 
53 Gilbert and Gubar coined this term as the title for their groundbreaking study of 
nineteenth-century women’s fiction (1979); see Chapter 10 in particular for an analysis of 
how Jane Eyre’s Gothic plot conventions function as feminist commentary. 
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periodical attacks of violent frenzy; but, young man, even at my worst I 
am no more mad than any other woman, wild with grief and hysterical 
through nervous irritation, might at any time become without having her 
sanity called into question.” (HH 401) 
 
Madame Le Noir’s words not only elicit profound sympathy for her individual 
mistreatment but also frame her experiences as universal by intimating that “every 
woman” experiences “nervous irritability” from time to time and would exhibit great 
distress in response to cruel treatment. This suggestion keenly resonates with Traverse: 
having been raised by a mother whom he “‘always thought… was a forsaken wife’” (HH 
414), he recognizes that there are institutions and narratives as well as individual villains 
that conspire to disempower women. For this reason, from the moment he meets Madame 
Le Noir, he instinctively wonders whether “the lady’s ‘crazy fancy’ might be the pure 
truth” (HH 399). Based on this intuition, he gains her trust through a subtle act of 
affirmation: unlike the medical staff at the asylum, who believe Le Noir’s false narrative 
and call her “Mademoiselle,” he consistently calls her “Madame” because, as he tells her, 
“‘I have heard you lay claim to that title, and I think that you, yourself, of all the world, 
have the best right to know how you should be addressed’” (HH 400). Yet although 
Traverse allows Madame Le Noir to define herself on her own terms in this moment, he 
subtly reasserts his control over her narrative as he contemplates how to help her. After 
their initial conversation confirms her sanity, Traverse insists that she wait until the next 
day to tell him how she came to be unjustly imprisoned. “‘Lady, I am very impatient to 
hear your history,’” he says, “‘but I am your physician, and must first consider your 
health. You have been sufficiently excited for one day; it is late; take your tea and retire 
early to bed. Tomorrow morning, …you shall tell me the story of your life’” (HH 403). 
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Later, after Traverse has heard her tale, he positions himself as the chivalrous agent that 
will free her: “‘though you have no other friends, yet you have the law to protect you. I 
will make your case known, and restore you to liberty!’” (HH 402) He subsequently 
offers her a place in his “‘beautiful home among the hills of Virginia’” alongside his 
“‘good mother to whom suffering has taught sympathy with the unfortunate’” and his 
“‘lovely betrothed bride’” (HH 402). When Madame Le Noir demurely suggests that he 
ask his mother and fiancée before making such a generous offer, he dismisses her 
concern: “‘I tell you the truth that your coming among us would make us the happier’” 
(HH 403). With this reply, Traverse shows that, despite his consistent efforts to treat 
women respectfully, he fails to recognize that his wife and mother may have wishes that 
differ from his. Even though it is likely that Marah in particular would empathize with 
Madame Le Noir’s plight, Traverse’s willingness to speak for both her and Clara 
indicates that even the most benevolent male characters in The Hidden Hand assume that 
they know what women want better than the women themselves.  
Taken together, The Hidden Hand’s subplots featuring Marah and Madame Le 
Noir function as alternative rape narratives in which two women who are not raped still 
find themselves silenced and suppressed by the cultural ideology that grants men sexual 
power over their bodies and social power over their narratives. These subplots also 
contrast sharply with the subplot in which Capitola aggressively resists this oppressive 
ideology and the men who seek to use it in order to control her, as I discuss more fully 
later in this chapter. Significantly, however, the text does not use this contrast to cast 
judgment on Marah and Madame Le Noir for failing to imagine more empowered roles 
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for themselves. Rather, the contrast functions not only to elicit sympathy for these female 
characters and but also to validate the experiences of many of Southworth’s readers who 
may have found themselves struggling to understand similar situations “in a culture that 
did not publicly discuss such oppression and thus denied its existence” (Naranjo-Huebl 
131-2). 
 
III. “Under less serious circumstances my girl’s heart would shrink”: Clara Day  
 
 
While The Hidden Hand reimagines Jane Eyre’s Bertha Mason as Madame Le 
Noir, it draws additional inspiration from The Mysteries of Udolpho to characterize 
another of its subplot’s heroines: Clara Day. Like Udolpho’s Emily – but unlike both 
Marah and Madame Le Noir – Clara grows up comfortably under the care of her 
benevolent father Doctor Day, who, like Emily’s father, makes an effort to thoroughly 
educate his child. This education serves Clara well when, like Emily’s, her father dies 
before she is old enough to inherit his estate and she finds herself under the guardianship 
of a distant male relative – once again, Gabriel Le Noir – who is eager to secure control 
over her fortune by coercing her to marry his son Craven. Like Emily and other canonical 
Female Gothic heroines, Clara does not actively defy her nefarious guardian, but she does 
not give into his demands that jeopardize her control over her property or her marital 
choices, either. Instead, like her predecessors, she patiently exercises fortitude, “which 
allows the victimized heroine to maintain her identity in the face of the demoralizing 
trials that the Gothic villain and his cohort impose upon her” (Bondhus 14). Eventually, a 
series of fortuitous events enable Clara to escape from Le Noir’s grasp, reunite with her 
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friends, and regain control of her inheritance; at the novel’s conclusion, her marriage to 
her beloved Traverse Rocke concludes her story according to generic conventions. At the 
same time, The Hidden Hand subtly distinguishes Clara from earlier Female Gothic 
heroines by showcasing how her considerable knowledge empowers her to speak up 
confidently and in public against Le Noir. In addition, when Le Noir threatens her with 
rape, she successfully bends gender and genre conventions to elude him – albeit only 
after the more subversive Capitola encourages her to do so. As it frames Clara’s most 
unconventional action as a desperate attempt to preserve her sexual virtue, The Hidden 
Hand suggests that a young woman cannot simultaneously remain both sexually pure and 
submissive to men, thereby exposing another contradiction in the dominant narrative 
patterns that construct gender.54 
Clara comes of age under the care of a kindly patriarch who believes not only in 
educating her but also in allowing her to mature fully before she enters into marriage. 
Clara enters the narrative having just returned to her childhood home Willow Heights 
from boarding school, a privilege that Madame Le Noir enjoyed only briefly and that 
Marah could not access at all. Although Clara’s education once she returns home focuses 
more exclusively on the domestic skills she will need as a middle-class woman, Doctor 
Day does not discourage his daughter from acquiring other forms of knowledge. Indeed, 
The Hidden Hand introduces Clara “reading before the fire” and depicts her as “deeply 
engaged” in her own books during Traverse and Doctor Day’s medical lessons (HH 114). 																																																								
54 Southworth’s novel offers an implicit critique of True Womanhood, defined by 
Barbara Welter (1966) as a mid-nineteenth-century ideal that required women to be 
pious, pure, submissive and domestic.  
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At the same time, the text does not characterize Clara’s reading as an activity that fills her 
head with dangerous romantic ideals, as many other texts in this period often characterize 
women’s reading. In addition to supporting his daughter’s efforts to cultivate her mind, 
Doctor Day firmly believes that she, and all women, should be allowed to mature fully 
before they assume the burdens of matrimony and motherhood. Although he joyfully 
supports Clara’s engagement to Traverse, he gives his consent on one condition: 
“My child is but seventeen; she is so gentle that her will is subject to that 
of all she loves, especially to yours. She will do anything in conscience 
that you ask her to do. Traverse, I wish you to promise me that you will 
not press her to marriage until she shall be at least twenty years old. …No 
girl can marry before she is twenty without serious risk of life, and almost 
certain loss of health and beauty; that so many do so is one reason why 
there are such numbers of sickly and faded young wives. If Clara’s 
constitution were broken down by prematurely assuming cares and 
burdens of matrimony, you would be as unfortunate in having a sickly 
wife, as she would be in losing her health.” (HH 204-5, emphasis original) 
 
Although Doctor Day’s comments characterize the female body as fragile, they 
acknowledge that this fragility derives not from inherent weakness but rather from the 
physical and emotionally taxing roles that many women take on before they are ready to 
do so. Moreover, he implicitly signals that Traverse will not have total authority over 
Clara once she becomes his wife when he emphasizes that she “will do anything in 
conscience that you ask her to do.” Strikingly, Doctor Day’s comments seem to affirm 
Clara’s autonomy more than Traverse’s response does. When he insists that he loves her 
so deeply “‘that if accident should now make her an invalid for life she would be as 
dear—as dear—yes, much dearer to me if possible on that very account,’” his eagerness 
to have the “‘privilege of waiting on her night and day’” (HH 205) belies a peculiar 
pleasure in imagining what it would be like to have a wife who is entirely dependent on 
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him. Even as his words testify to the earnestness of his love, they simultaneously reveal 
how the need to protect women is bound up in conventional patterns of male desire.  
 The Hidden Hand intimates that, thanks to Doctor Day’s liberal attitudes toward 
women’s education and autonomy, Clara has the intellectual tools she needs to recognize 
and resist the coercive narrative patterns into which Gabriel Le Noir seeks to confine her. 
Because Doctor Day does not have time to amend his will before his unexpected death, 
his endorsement of Clara’s future marriage to Traverse becomes a source of dispute. 
Once again, Le Noir writes his own narrative as he disregards Traverse’s testimony of 
Doctor Day’s final wishes and casts Traverse as a Gothic villain who has concocted a 
“‘[v]ery pretty plan to entrap an heiress’” (HH 216, emphasis original) and usurp her 
fortune through marriage – even though it quickly becomes clear that Le Noir plays that 
part himself. When the judge at the Orphans’ Court affirms Le Noir’s guardianship, the 
text dramatizes how patriarchal institutions often fail to serve the interests of 
disempowered individuals. Nevertheless, even though she regards Le Noir as “‘a man, 
from whom, every true, good instinct of my nature teaches me to shrink’” (HH 222), 
Clara obediently complies with the judge’s ruling. This action aligns her with Radcliffe’s 
heroines who, as Charlie Bondhus argues, “will not go against the laws and traditions of 
the patriarchy; it is better for them to brave the possibility of rape, ruin, and death at the 
hands of the villains than it is to betray the duty of a good daughter by disobeying the 
institutional law of the father” (27).  
Yet because Clara has been raised to believe that she possesses some fundamental 
rights over her body and property, she feels emboldened to assert those rights publicly to 
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the representatives of that institutional power. Speaking before the court, Clara avers that, 
even though she “‘yields [her]self to the custody of [her] legal guardian,’” she expects 
him to honor her rights: “‘I here declare to all who may be interested, that I hold my hand 
and heart irrevocably pledged to Traverse Rocke, and that, as his betrothed wife, I shall 
consider myself bound to correspond with him regularly, and to receive him as often as 
he shall seek my society, until my majority, when I and all that I possess will become his 
own’” (HH 227). She also asserts that these rights derive from a higher authority than the 
law, insisting that her betrothal is “‘so holy that no earthly tribunal can break or disturb 
it’” (HH 227). And although she recognizes that her behavior may be perceived as 
unorthodox, Clara insists that the extremity of the situation warrants it: “‘under less 
serious circumstances,’” she confesses, “‘my girls’ heart would shrink’” from speaking 
up “‘so publicly’” (HH 227). Along with this demure gesture, she repeatedly and 
strategically invokes her “dear father’s” wishes to sanction her own (HH 227). Clara thus 
resembles many conventional Gothic heroines who find their voices when extraordinary 
circumstances force them to defend their right to marry the men of their choice. At the 
same time, her words subtly suggest that she possesses a greater awareness than these 
earlier heroines of the narrative patterns that would work to constrain her – and that this 
awareness enables her to advocate for herself within the socially acceptable limits of 
these narratives.55  
																																																								
55 As I have discussed in my introduction, while some critics argue that the traditional 
Female Gothic novel endows its heroine with agency by giving her “the freedom… to 
choose her husband” (Ellis 50), others insist that such “freedom” remains dubious 
because it upholds the traditional patriarchal family and the institutions that legitimize it.  
 	
65 
Although Clara recognizes limiting narrative patterns more readily than Marah or 
Madame Le Noir, she struggles to resist them entirely, particularly when Le Noir 
confronts her directly with the threat of rape. After he imprisons her in the Hidden House, 
his son Craven attempts to woo her by casting his suit as a purer alternative to what he 
identifies as the “‘dangerous’” (HH 267) love she shares with Traverse. Yet perhaps 
because of her extensive reading, she immediately recognizes his attempt to construct a 
false narrative that will occlude his evil intentions. As she tells Le Noir, “‘I am but a 
simple girl of seventeen, but I understand your son just as well as though I were an old 
man of the world! You are the fortune-hunters and manœuverers!’” (HH 270) This 
response drastically distinguishes her from Madame Le Noir in particular, who only 
realizes that an evil plot has been perpetrated against her many years later. When Clara 
speaks with such “invincible firmness” (HH 270), Le Noir recognizes that she is “‘too 
acute to be deceived and too firm to be persuaded’” (HH 269). As a result, he counters 
her explicit language with his own in a heated exchange that constitutes the most direct 
allusion to rape in the novel: 
“…to speak very plainly to you, I would die ere I would …wed your son!” 
… 
“Die, girl?—there are worse things than death in the world!” said Colonel 
Le Noir, with a threatening glare. 
“I know it! And one of the worst things in the world would be a union 
with a man I could neither esteem nor even endure!” exclaimed Clara. … 
“And there are still more terrible evils for a woman to be the wife of one 
she ‘can neither esteem nor endure! …There are evils, to escape which, 
such a woman would go down upon her bended knees to be made the wife 
of such a man!” 
Clara’s gentle eyes flashed with indignation! 
“Infamous!” she cried. “You slander all womanhood in my person!” 
“The evils to which I allude—are comprised in—a life of dishonor!” 
hissed Le Noir, through his set teeth.  
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“This to my father’s daughter?” exclaimed Clara, growing white as death 
at the insult. 
“Aye, my girl! it is time we understood each other! You are in my power, 
and I intend to coerce you to my will!” (HH 270-1) 
 
This conversation foregrounds how thoroughly the threat of rape produces a damaging set 
of interrelated beliefs about women’s bodies, social standing, and romantic choices: rape 
functions not merely as an individual act that can harm a woman’s body, but one that can 
inhibit her future social and romantic choices as well. When faced with this threat so 
explicitly, Clara unsurprisingly reacts as a typical Female Gothic heroine: she falls silent 
as “one suddenly struck with catalepsy” (HH 271), prays to God for deliverance, and 
contemplates suicide as a better alternative to “‘a fate worse than death’” (HH 273). Yet 
with its characteristic self-consciousness, The Hidden Hand also subtly distinguishes 
Clara’s predicament from those of other Gothic heroines as it pointedly aligns her 
knowledge of her body’s susceptibility to sexual violence with her willingness to inflict 
lethal violence on herself before she suffers through such violation and the resulting 
social ruin. When Clara discovers a penknife upon her writing table, she determines that 
“‘this small instrument, is sufficient to save me! Should the worst ensue—I know where 
to find the carotid artery, and even such a slight puncture as my timorous hand could 
make would set my spirit free. Oh, my father! …you little thought when you taught your 
Clara the mysteries of anatomy, to what fearful use she would  put your lessons’” (HH 
271-2). As it reminds readers that Clara possesses the medical knowledge necessary to 
end her life efficiently, Southworth’s text calls more explicit attention than most Female 
Gothic novels do to the grim options among which the heroine feels she must choose 
when a villain casts her in a narrative structured by the threat of rape.  
 	
67 
 Fortunately, Capitola’s serendipitous arrival provides Clara with a less gruesome 
means to avoid Le Noir’s rape; when the two young women swap clothing so that Clara 
can escape, The Hidden Hand intimates that strategically performing one’s gender can 
disrupt and undermine conventional narrative patterns that position women as victims. 
Despite Clara’s obvious distress as she recounts her confrontation with Le Noir, the text 
notes that Capitola “listened very calmly to this story, showing very little sympathy, for 
there was not a bit of sentimentality about [her]” (HH 273). These details intimate that 
Cap’s dispassion enables her to think critically in order to formulate an effective plan: she 
will give Clara her riding habit and veil so that she can leave undetected, ride to her 
childhood home, and appeal to her father’s friends for support, while Capitola herself will 
remain in the Hidden House and face the Le Noirs in her place. In order for this plan to 
succeed, Capitola insists that Clara must learn how to adopt a different set of mannerisms 
as well: “‘draw up your figure, throw back your head; walk with a little springy sway and 
swagger, as if you didn’t care a damson for anybody, and—there! I declare, nobody could 
tell you from me’” (HH 275). As we witness Clara learn how to perform as confidently 
and coolly as Capitola does, the text foregrounds the performative nature of gender. 
Moreover, as Clara “readily adopt[s] Capitola’s light, springy, swaying walk,” the text 
implies that her skill is not exceptional, noting that “[n]early all girls are clever imitators” 
(HH 276). This subtle commentary frames the self-conscious performance of gender as a 
tool that all women can utilize to undermine situations and narratives that cast them in 
limiting roles. The text takes things a step further when, in another moment of self-
reflexivity, Capitola laments, “‘Dear girl, if I were only a young man, I would deliver you 
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by the strength of my own arm, without subjecting you to inconvenience or danger’” (HH 
276). These words call attention to the text’s deliberate rewriting of the familiar Female 
Gothic plot by casting Capitola as the hero that serendipitously arrives to deliver the 
heroine from certain doom.56 By subsequently allowing Clara to escape successfully by 
relying on an unconventional hero and her own newly discovered performative skills, The 
Hidden Hand intimates that heroines do not need heroes to rescue them, provided that 
they are willing to take their narratives into their own hands and rely on their female 
friends for help. 
 
IV. “I wanted you to carry me off”: Capitola Black 
 
 
Unlike Clara, Capitola Black does not summon up her ability to perform gender 
only when dire circumstances require her to do so; instead, she eagerly seizes every 
opportunity to upend other characters’ gendered expectations and thwart the conventional 
																																																								
56 At the same time, Capitola’s stated desire to champion Clara aligns her with both 
Traverse and Herbert’s desires to save women from evil men without allowing those 
women to take action themselves. Capitola’s implicit wish to have it both ways – to teach 
Clara to take charge of her own rescue and, simultaneously, to preserve her own ability to 
occupy the role of chivalric hero – suggests that she may possess a gendered and generic 
blind spot because she does not reflect critically on how her eagerness to occupy a more 
masculine and assertive role herself requires her to position someone like Clara in a more 
feminine and passive role. Capitola’s failure to recognize how her adoption of a 
masculine role may disenfranchise other women resembles a key moment in Howe’s The 
Hermaphrodite that I discuss in Chapter 3. In that text, the ambiguously sexed Laurence 
so thoroughly cultivates his male self-identification that, when his father threatens to 
disinherit him on gendered grounds, Laurence reacts with indignation at his own sudden 
disenfranchisement but fails to think critically about the fact that his older sisters have 
always been precluded from inheriting based on their gender.  	
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unfolding of generically predictable plots.57 After Clara escapes from the Hidden House 
and leaves Capitola alone to contemplate her fate, she gleefully anticipates the 
consequences that may befall her. “‘This is a jolly imprudent adventure!’” she thinks. 
“‘…I wonder what the Le Noirs, father and son, WILL say when they find that the 
heiress has flown…! …Cap, child, they’ll murder you! that’s just what they’ll do! They’ll 
kill and eat you, Cap, without any salt! or they may lock you up in the haunted room to 
live with the ghost, Cap, and that would be worse!” (HH 279) As Capitola takes perverse 
pleasure in imagining how she might be subjected to a host of Gothic punishments – 
murder, imprisonment, and even cannibalism – The Hidden Hand implicitly signals that 
no real harm will befall her. Because she evinces greater awareness than even Clara of 
the conventional Female Gothic plots to which the Le Noirs may subject her, she stands 
poised to interrupt those plots and rewrite them to guarantee a happy ending. To borrow 
Marcus’ terminology, Southworth’s most subversive female character resists the threat of 
rape “by regarding rape not as a fact to be accepted or opposed, tried or avenged, but as a 
process to be analyzed and undermined as it occurs” (388). That said, in emphasizing 
how expertly and gleefully Capitola performs these subversive acts, I do not want to 
imply that The Hidden Hand blames its other heroines for failing to dismantle rape scripts 
with similar success. Rather than positioning Capitola as a realistic or practical model for 
other female characters – or, indeed, female readers – to look to for inspiration, I contend 
																																																								
57 Indeed, the text calls explicit attention to the performative nature of Capitola’s actions 
when, after convincing the Le Noirs’ housekeeper Dorcas Knight that she is Clara, she 
thinks to herself, “I did that quite as well as an actress could!” (HH 279)  
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that it foregrounds her status as a fictional being in order to expose the fictionality of the 
larger narratives in which she participates as well.  
More specifically, The Hidden Hand positions Capitola to dismantle rape 
narratives effectively by focusing not on her emotional experiences but rather on the 
mental calculations she makes as she determines how to rewrite them. This quick 
thinking fuels her self-conscious performances of various gender roles that disrupt not 
only situations in which men directly threaten her with rape but also those in which they 
seek to control her body and narrative for ostensibly more benevolent reasons. Yet 
despite these successful performances, the text implies that some secrets of Capitola’s 
body remain beyond her knowledge and control through its sexualized descriptions of the 
trapdoor in her bedchamber’s floor and the vast cavern beneath it. This space’s function 
as a metaphor for Capitola’s uncharted sexual capacity becomes clearer when she 
confronts Black Donald, the neighborhood’s charming but fearsome outlaw who not only 
lusts after her but has also been hired by Gabriel Le Noir to murder her before she 
discovers her status as the Le Noir family’s rightful heir. In the text’s most climactic 
scene, Capitola discovers Black Donald in her bedchamber and intervenes in the initial 
stages of his attempted rape to restage their encounter as a consensual tryst; her brilliant 
performance simultaneously augments Black Donald’s arousal and lulls him into a false 
sense of security so that she can open the trapdoor and pitch him into the cavern below. 
Yet Capitola does not rejoice when she ensnares Black Donald as she does following her 
other victories against attempted rapists. Instead, she dwells with uncharacteristic 
sentimentality on the physical harm he experiences as a result of his fall and on the 
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impending pain he will suffer when he is hanged for his many crimes. This abrupt shift in 
Capitola’s characterization reveals the text’s unwillingness to represent a heroine who 
fully defies gender and genre expectations by embracing her capacity for both 
extramarital sexual pleasure and lethal violence. Yet even as The Hidden Hand’s final 
chapters seemingly reassert Capitola’s fictionality by bringing her narrative to a 
conventional ending with her marriage to Herbert Greyson, they also resist foreclosing 
her more subversive potential entirely. As she helps Black Donald escape from jail, the 
text keeps open the possibility that she and Black Donald may finally indulge fully in 
their attraction for one another, even if that moment cannot be represented within the text.  
Whereas Clara’s formal education provides her with legal and medical knowledge 
that she uses to partially resist disempowering narratives, Capitola’s less privileged 
childhood endows her with more worldly knowledge gained from observing other 
people’s behaviors that enables her to subvert the narrative patterns that construct gender 
more rigorously. After being raised in an impoverished section of New York City known 
as Rag Alley, Capitola’s circumstances become direr when her longtime caretaker Nancy 
Grewell leaves her and she must “‘look out for [her]self’” (HH 37). She quickly finds that 
her gender limits the work she can do to support herself, not because of any inherent 
deficit in strength or skill but rather because of how others perceive her. As she testifies 
before the court to which she has been brought after being discovered in boy’s clothing, 
“‘while all the ragged boys I knew could get little jobs to earn bread, I, because I was a 
girl, was not allowed to carry a gentleman’s parcel, or black his boots, or shovel the snow 
off a shopkeeper’s pavement, or put in coal, or do anything that I could do just as well as 
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they’” (HH 38). Capitola’s time living on the streets also teaches her that being perceived 
as a young woman makes her more vulnerable to sexual violence. As she finds herself 
“‘sleeping at night wherever [she] could – sometimes under the front stoop of a house, 
sometimes in an old broken carriage, and sometimes behind a pile of boxes on the 
sidewalk,’” she acknowledges that she “‘was often in danger from bad boys and bad 
men’” – a confession that leads her to blush and “burst into tears” as she speaks before 
the court (HH 39). Yet she goes on to insist that, despite this “‘dreadful exposure,’” she 
studiously “‘took care of herself’” and upheld the convention of sexual purity, albeit 
through an unconventional act: “‘putting on boy’s clothes’” and taking on the various odd 
jobs from which she had been barred when she was perceived as a girl (HH 39). Capitola 
thus quickly discovers that conventional patterns of gendered behavior impose arbitrary 
limitations on women and determines to perform in more masculine ways to ensure her 
survival. At the same time, given how rapidly she shifts from speaking with a “sparkle 
of… irrepressible humor” (HH 39) to sobbing and back again, Capitola’s speech before 
the court also showcases how strategically she has learned to perform more conventional 
feminine behaviors when it is convenient to do so – in this case, in order to elicit 
sympathy from those around her that may mitigate her punishment. Capitola’s cleverness 
in this moment becomes clearer as we see throughout the text how rarely she weeps or 
behaves according to other stereotypically sentimental conventions for female characters. 
This early scene dramatizes how Capitola maintains a larger awareness of gender as a set 
of available scripts and recognizes both stereotypical masculinity and femininity as 
performances she can strategically adopt in order to protect herself. 
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Despite Capitola’s demonstrated ability to protect herself when she is “dreadfully 
exposed” on the New York streets, Ira Warfield compulsively worries that she remains 
vulnerable to sexual violence even after he claims her as his ward and brings her to his 
Virginia plantation; when he subsequently seeks to protect her by restricting her 
movements, however, her streetwise knowledge empowers her to adamantly reject the 
limitations he imposes. Although she is a “friendless orphan” like Marah when she first 
meets Warfield, Capitola has been “inured to danger” (HH 314) by virtue of the self-
reliance she cultivated while living on the streets. In addition, as Warfield grudgingly 
acknowledges, she “‘has never been taught obedience or been accustomed to 
subordination’” (HH 155) and therefore does not exhibit the conventionally feminine 
submissiveness that both Marah and Madame Le Noir display after a lifetime of being 
forced to rely on others for support. The text also implies that Capitola successfully 
rejects Warfield’s restrictions because he has no legal claim upon her. “‘Sir,’” she tells 
him, “‘if you were really my uncle, or my father, or my legal guardian, I should have no 
choice but to obey you; but the same fate that made me desolate made me free!’” (HH 
166) Moreover, even if restricting her movements protects her sexual virtue, Capitola 
insists that it does so only by denying her dignity: “Uncle! You rescued me from misery, 
and perhaps, perhaps early death! …for all this, if I were not grateful, I should deserve no 
less than death! But, uncle, there is a sin that is worse, or at least more ungenerous, than 
ingratitude! it is to put a helpless fellow creature under heavy obligations, and then treat 
that grateful creature with undeserving contempt and cruel unkindness!” (HH 108) In this 
impassioned speech, Capitola subtly rewrites the familiar narrative of rape as a fate 
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“worse than death” for young women and insists there are other grim indignities to which 
they can be subjected, including being treated with “undeserving contempt and cruel 
unkindness” by men who ostensibly want to protect them.  
When Warfield appeals to Reverend Goodwin to assist him with controlling 
Capitola, she further undermines these efforts by gleefully exposing the contradictory 
beliefs about women’s sexuality that fuel both men’s unspoken fears. After Warfield 
reveals “where Capitola had been brought up, and under what circumstances he had 
found her,” the Reverend is “so shocked” by the implications for Capitola’s chastity that 
Warfield has to rush to assure him “‘on my truth as a man, my honor as a soldier, and my 
faith as a Christian, …that that wild, reckless, desolate child has passed unscathed 
through the terrible ordeal of destitution, poverty and exposure! …She is as innocent as 
the most daintily sheltered young heiress in the country … I know it by a thousand 
signs!’” (HH 155) Of course, Warfield never specifies which “signs” reveal to him that 
Capitola’s virginity remains intact. Indeed, his vehement words here – and his subsequent 
threat that he will “‘cut off the tongue and ears of any man’” (HH 155) that questions her 
virtue – attests to his eagerness to construct a narrative that will ease his own profound 
anxiety about the unknowability of Capitola’s sexual experience.58 Capitola clearly 
recognizes this fear that the two men share and gleefully exploits it during her tongue-																																																								
58 Indeed, the text reveals Warfield’s compulsive need to believe in Capitola’s sexual 
purity even before he officially claims guardianship. When Capitola insists that she 
survived living on the streets with her virtue intact and an observer in the court chuckles 
derisively, the text recounts that “Old Hurricane sprung up, bringing his feet down upon 
the floor with a resound that made the great hall ring again, exclaiming: ‘What do you 
mean by “of course,” “of course,” you villain? Demmy! I’ll swear she took care of 
herself, you varlet; and if any man dares to hint otherwise, I’ll ram his falsehood down 
his throat with the point of my walking-stick, and make him swallow both!” (HH 40) 
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and-cheek exchange with Reverend Goodwin about the “amiable and good-looking” (HH 
164) Alfred Blenheim. After Capitola admits that she has hidden Alfred away “‘in the 
closet in [her] room,’” the Reverend reacts with “deepest horror to this confession” and 
tells her that it would be “‘better [she had] never been born than ever so to have received 
a man’” (HH 164). In response to his admonishment, Capitola indignantly replies that 
Alfred is actually a “‘Blenheim poodle that strayed away from some of the neighbor’s 
houses, and that [she] found in the woods and brought home’” (HH 164). Here Capitola 
not only evinces keen awareness of the parts the Reverend expects her to play but also 
reveals through her strategic manipulation of those roles how men often consign women 
to contradictory scripts. At first, she plays the part of the erring young lady in need of 
strong male guidance, until the Reverend questions her honor over what turns out to be 
her innocent affection for a poodle; as she feign indignant surprise at his accusation, she 
draws upon an alternate and competing script of the demure young woman who refuses to 
even speak of sex.59 In moving seamlessly between performances of womanhood as 
fueled by unbridled sexual intrigue and as wholly ignorant of sexuality, Capitola reveals 																																																								
59 Of course, while Capitola playfully occupies this role here, later in the text we see that 
she does possess genuine “sexual modesty” (Carpenter 18) when Craven Le Noir spreads 
salacious rumors that the “‘pretty little huntress of Hurricane Hall…is a girl of very free 
and easy manners…a Diana in nothing but her love of the chase!’” (HH 324) In response, 
Capitola does “the most astounding thing that ever a woman of the nineteenth or any 
former century attempted” (HH 329): she writes a challenge to Craven, “charging him 
with falsehood in having maligned her honor; demanding from him ‘the satisfaction of a 
gentleman;’ and requesting him as the challenged party, to name the time, place and 
weapons with which he would meet her” (HH 329). When Craven ignores the challenge, 
she confronts him on his next ride into town and shoots him with a gun loaded with peas. 
Although she once again orchestrates a situation in which she play the hero’s part, then, 
the text emphasizes that she does so only because she feels so strongly about defending 
her sexual reputation. 
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the absurd inconsistency in the beliefs about women’s bodies and desires that so 
preoccupy the text’s male characters. 
When Warfield’s strict guardianship leads Capitola to feel that she is “‘just 
decomposing above ground for want of having [her] blood stirred’” (HH 154), she 
purposefully seeks out “blood-stirring” situations in which traditional Female Gothic 
heroines often find themselves against their wills. At first her adventures are largely 
imaginative. When she first arrives at Hurricane Hall, for example, Capitola finds her 
new lifestyle “so entirely different from anything which she had previously been 
accustomed” (HH 95) that she playfully adopts the role of the madwoman in the attic to 
explain her extraordinary “change in fortune” (HH 96). “‘I’m crazy, that’s what I am—
crazy!’” she thinks to herself. “‘I went suddenly mad with trouble, and all the rest is a 
lunatic’s fancy. This fine old country seat, of which I vainly think myself the mistress, is 
just the pauper mad-house to which the magistrates have sent me’” (HH 96). Yet Capitola 
occupies this imaginative role only to subvert it: unlike the madwomen of canonical 
Gothic texts that long to escape their confinement, she finds her imagined imprisonment 
preferable to the life she left behind and insists, “‘I won’t be cured. It’s a great deal 
pleasant to be mad, and I’ll stay so. …Catch me coming to my senses when it’s so 
delightful to be mad. I’m too sharp for that’” (HH 96). Of course, Capitola’s wry 
rewriting of this familiar narrative takes on ironic poignancy when we learn that her 
mother has been entrapped within this same narrative by Gabriel Le Noir but cannot 
subvert it as thoroughly as her daughter does. When these imaginative exercises fail to 
stir her blood sufficiently, Capitola seeks out perilous situations more directly by riding 
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alone on her pony Gyp beyond the boundaries of Warfield’s plantation. One such 
adventure leads her to navigate a treacherous landscape called the Devil’s Punch Bowl as 
a terrible thunderstorm approaches. Capitola does not merely revel in this thoroughly 
Gothic situation; she casts herself in an unexpected role: “‘[O]ne would think this were 
the enchanted forest containing the castle of the sleeping beauty, and I was the knight 
destined to deliver her!’” (HH 242) Yet when she subsequently receives a prophetic 
warning from the enigmatic character Old Hat that “‘You bear a name that you will not 
bear long,’” Capitola nonchalantly replies, “‘I think that quite a safe prophecy, as I 
haven’t the most distant idea of being an old maid’” (HH 244). This exchange reveals 
that, just moments after as she has delighted in imagining herself as a heroic knight, 
Capitola can envision herself with equal ease as the heroine in a conventional female 
narrative that concludes in marriage. The Hidden Hand thus intimates that Capitola’s 
subversiveness emerges not from consistently casting herself in roles that women do not 
typically occupy, but rather from switching between more and less conventional roles as 
a particular situation merits. 
Capitola’s pursuit of Gothicized adventures and her experimentation of various 
gender roles during these episodes endows her with the situational awareness she needs 
to remain fully in control when various male characters seek to position her Gothicized 
narratives that render her sexually vulnerable. During another unaccompanied ride, for 
example, Craven Le Noir overtakes her and engages her in “‘a friendly conversation’” 
(HH 102); as soon as he places his “ruthless hand” (HH 100) upon Gyp’s bridle, 
however, Capitola recognizes that he doing what Marcus would call “follow[ing] a social 
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script” (390) to stage a rape. Rather than foregrounding her intense emotions at this 
moment, the text depicts how Capitola rapidly performs a series of mental calculations to 
determine how to thwart him: “all her faculties instantly collected and concentrated 
themselves upon the emergency. As by a flash of lightning she saw every feature of her 
imminent danger – the loneliness of the woods, the lateness of the hour, the recklessness 
of her fearful companion, and her own weakness. In another instant her resolution was 
taken and her course determined” (HH 100). Strikingly, Capitola decides to play up the 
role of imperiled heroine in order to force Craven to take on the role of noble masculine 
protector rather than nefarious male pursuer. “‘Oh, sir,’” she exclaims, “‘I was 
afraid…afraid of runaway negroes and wild beasts…but now with a good gentleman like 
you I don’t feel afraid at all’” (HH 101). When Craven urges her to dismount, she 
exaggerates her sense of feminine delicacy and insists that she cannot sit where the 
ground is “‘damp’” because “‘it would spoil [her] riding-dress’” (HH 103). By distracting 
him with conversation until she can escape, Capitola’s response to the threat of rape 
contrasts sharply with Marah’s swooning or Clara’s cataleptic silence because, while all 
three women perform conventionally feminine behavior, Capitola alone remains active, 
articulate, and self-aware as she does so. 
The Hidden Hand emphasizes that Capitola’s ability to control her language is 
one of her greatest assets when faced with danger in a later scene when she discovers that 
three ruffians sent by Black Donald have hidden themselves under her bed. Making “a 
heroic effort” (HH 171) to control her voice, recognizing that “[a] single quaver in her 
tones” would “betray her consciousness” of the men (HH 172), she asks her maid Pitapat 
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to fetch her some food, believing that her fear “‘of meeting a ghose [sic] in the dark 
places’” will make her reluctant to go alone and create an opportunity for both women to 
leave the room (HH 173). This plan transforms the familiar Gothic image of the fearful 
heroine wandering down a corridor lit by a single candle and repositions Capitola as a 
heroine who is unafraid of the dark or the ghosts she might encounter therein – although, 
of course, it does so at the expense of caricaturing Pitapat.60 The text continues to 
reimagine this familiar scene as both women move away from the bedchamber, locking 
the doors between them and the villains lurking within it, until they leave Hurricane Hall 
entirely and race across the plantation in search of help. This scene underscores the 
failure of Warfield’s efforts to protect Capitola by confining her within his home and 
intimates that enclosing women within domestic spaces arguably makes them easier 
targets, much as Marah’s seclusion did many years earlier. At the same time, the text 
does not reconfigure this Gothic scene too subversively, for when Capitola and Pitapat 
arrive at the overseer’s home, they discover that Herbert Greyson has fortuitously arrived. 
The text thus positions him as a conventional hero who appears exactly when he is 
needed to keep the heroine from harm – although it also conspicuously notes that 
Capitola is “exposed as much as any other to the rattle of the bullets” (HH 176) during 
the ensuing gunfight and remains unscathed.61  																																																								
60 Although canonical Gothic novels often depict servants as overly superstitious, this 
characterization of Pitapat stands out from these earlier examples as more problematic 
because, as many scholars note, it relies on familiar minstrel stereotypes about African-
Americans; see, for example, articles by Ings (1996) and Okker and Williams (1998). 
 
61 Indeed, the text calls attention more self-consciously to its strategic use of this motif 
when Herbert arrives once again to save Capitola from the Le Noirs after they discover 
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While these scenes seem to imply that Capitola is impervious to physical harm, 
The Hidden Hand complicates our understanding of her body’s potential violability 
through its descriptions of the trapdoor in her bedchamber’s floor and the vast cavern 
beneath it. When the housekeeper Mrs. Condiment first takes Capitola to her new room at 
Hurricane Hall, her cautionary words about the trapdoor frame it as a Gothicized space: 
she tells Capitola that, the one time she dared to open it, “‘I saw nothing but a great, 
black, deep, vacuity, without bottom or sides! It put such a horror over me, that I never 
looked down there since, and never want to, I’m sure!’” (HH 64-5) Capitola, of course, is 
so “fascinated” (HH 65) by this ominous account that, as soon as Mrs. Condiment leaves 
her, she opens the trapdoor herself and peers into the space below: 
…Capitola seized the light from her hand, and stooping, held it down as 
far as she could reach, and gazed once more into the abyss. But this only 
made the horrible darkness ‘visible’; no object caught or reflected a single 
ray of light – all was black, hollow, void and silent, except the faint, deep, 
distant roaring as of subterraneous water! 
Capitola pushed the light as far down as she could possibly reach, and then 
yielding to a strange fascination, dropped it into the abyss! It went down, 
down, down into the darkness, until far below it glimmered out of sight! 
Then with an awful shudder Capitola pulled up and fastened the trap-
door…. (HH 68)62 
 
																																																																																																																																																																					
that she has facilitated Clara’s escape. “‘Oh, Herbert, I’m so delighted you’ve come!’” 
she exclaims. “‘How is it that you always drop right down at the right time and on the 
right spot?’” (HH 283) 
    
62 Southworth’s borrows the phrase “darkness ‘visible’” from Book 1 of Paradise Lost; 
after being cast from Heaven into Hell, Satan “views / The dismal Situation waste and 
wild, / A Dungeon horrible, on all sides round / As one great Furnace flam’d, yet from 
those flames / No light, but rather darkness visible / Serv’d only to discover sights of 
woe” (59-64).  
 
 	
81 
This description of the “black, hollow” “abyss” distinguished by “[a] faint, deep, distant 
roaring as of subterraneous water” clearly casts the cavern beneath the trapdoor as a 
vaginal space.63 As it does so, the text self-consciously borrows from Female Gothic 
novels that use architecture to ominously represent their heroines’ sexuality. As Cynthia 
Griffin Wolff explains, “danger is palpably equated in these fictions with a specialized 
form of ‘inner space’; and if the heroine can manage to stay away from the treacherous 
cave – tunnel, basement, secret room – she will usually be safe” (209). These 
representations of women’s bodies in canonical Female Gothic novels symbolically 
reinforce how, as Marcus contends, the broader narrative patterns that construct “the 
female body as a wounded inner space” and figure their heroines “in ways amenable to 
the realization of the rape script: as paralyzed, as incapable of physical violence, as 
fearful” (400).  
As a self-consciously revisionary text, however, The Hidden Hand strikingly 
transforms this familiar Gothic convention. Like the underground passages through 
which Isabella fearfully wanders in Walpole’s Otranto or the chamber with the black veil 
that so horrifies Emily in Radcliffe’s Udolpho, this space both inspires a “strange 
fascination” from Southworth’s heroine and elicits an “awful shudder” as she 
contemplates what it might contain. Yet unlike these canonical heroines, who explore 
these sexualized spaces only under duress, Capitola willingly investigates it and 																																																								
63 Landry has similarly argued that “the cavern signifies the belief that the vagina, 
supposedly that which defines women, is nothing but envelope, absence, and lack” (39); 
however, I disagree with their interpretation of this space during Capitola’s climactic 
encounter with Black Donald, as I later discuss in more detail. 
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maintains her presence of mind as does so. She attempts to calculate the dimensions of 
the cavern by dropping her candle into it, and the next morning she thoroughly examines 
“the outer walls of her part of the old house, to discover, if possible, some external 
entrance into the unknown cavity” (HH 69).64 The text subsequently affirms that this 
space will not become an enduring object of fearful obsession for her, as “[she] had not 
the least particle of gloom, superstition or marvelousness in her disposition. She loved 
old houses and old legends well enough to enjoy them; but was not sufficiently credulous 
to believe, or cowardly to fear, them” (HH 70). Instead, as she determines that she “‘will 
be a hero’” and will eventually solve the “‘horrible mystery’” (HH 68), the text intimates 
that Capitola’s investigation of this sexualized space may allow her to learn about her 
body’s capacity for both pleasure and pain. 
 This possibility becomes more prominent when the text connects Capitola’s 
interest in the cavern beneath the trapdoor to her burgeoning fascination with Black 
Donald – a connection that underscores how he will come to serve as a pleasurably 
dangerous source of sexual intrigue for her. When Mrs. Condiment first tells Capitola 
about Black Donald and his “‘band of ruthless desperadoes,’” she enumerates their many 
crimes, including “‘robbing mail-coaches, stealing negroes, breaking into houses, and 																																																								
64 Of course, as Ledoux (2011) notes, other heroines in early Gothic fiction sometimes 
command greater agency over the spaces in which they find themselves. She notes in 
particular that Charlotte Smith’s Emmeline (1788) “provides a robust example of how the 
Gothic castle can be a protective fortress or a symbol of matrilineal bonds. …Emmeline 
participates in an alliance with the castle, using its idiosyncratic nature to escape 
attempted rape in multiple instances” (334). The confidence with which Emmeline moves 
throughout Mowbray Castle clearly anticipates Capitola’s strategic use of the spaces in 
Hurricane Hall to ensnare the ruffians sent to abduct her and, later, to successfully 
confront and capture Black Donald himself.   
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committing every sort of depredation;’” however, she dwells with particular horror on 
their “‘darker crimes’” that cannot be articulated directly (HH 98). As she tells Capitola, 
“‘Only last winter he and three of his gang broke into a solitary house where there was a 
lone woman and her daughter, and – it is not a story for you to hear, but if the people had 
caught Black Donald then, they would have burnt him at the stake. His life is forfeit by a 
hundred crimes’” (HH 98). Yet just as the unspeakable nature of the “awful black void” 
(HH 68) beneath her bedchamber intrigues Capitola, so too does the threatening aura that 
surrounds Black Donald. Indeed, when he subsequently enters Hurricane Hall disguised 
as a peddler and asks her what she thinks of the outlaw, she confides that “‘I like men 
whose very names strike terror into the hearts of commonplace people! …[I]f there is one 
person in the world I long to see, it is Black Donald’” (HH 138). This confession prompts 
the outlaw to reveal himself, an act that paralyzes everyone in the household – save 
Capitola, who leaps on his back in an attempt to capture him.65 After this dramatic 
encounter, Black Donald returns to his den and confesses to his henchmen that he finds 
Capitola as alluring as she finds him. “‘Not only has he been captured, but captivated!’” 
he declares, “‘and all by a little minx of a girl!—Boys, your chief is in love!’” (HH 142) 
As he casts himself as a lovelorn hero rather than a ruthless villain tasked with Capitola’s 
murder, Black Donald reveals that he takes as much pleasure in strategically transforming 																																																								
65 Unsurprisingly, Old Hurricane feels compelled to rewrite the story of Capitola’s 
attempted capture of Black Donald so that he appears in a more chivalrous role: “Pooh!” 
he tells Reverend Goodwin, “‘she clung to him like the reckless lunatic that she is; but 
lord, he would have carried her off on his back if it had not been for ME’” (HH 161). Of 
course, we know he actually spent the encounter “spluttering …in the horse-pond” after 
Black Donald threw him in (HH 140).  
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narratives as she does.66 The various disguises he dons in his subsequent attempts to 
abduct her testify that his performative skills match hers.67 Among The Hidden Hand’s 
large cast of characters, then, Capitola and Black Donald exhibit the most self-awareness 
of the fictional world they occupy and the greatest eagerness to upend its conventions.  
 Having matched Black Donald and Capitola as both opponents and love interests, 
The Hidden Hand stages its most striking transformation of the rape narrative when 
Capitola discovers Black Donald in her bedchamber and rewrites his attempted rape as a 
consensual tryst. As in her previous encounters with prospective rapists, Capitola 
demonstrates mental quickness as she assesses the situation: “her faculties, that had been 
suddenly dispersed by the shock, as suddenly rallied to her rescue” (HH 344). Once she 
“fully comprehend[s]” her vulnerability, she calculates how to rewrite the situation and 
regain some power: “Now, my dear Cap, if you don’t look sharp your hour has come! 
Nothing on earth will save you, Cap, but your own wits! … Think of Jael and Sisera! 
Think of Judith and Holofernes! And the devil and Doctor Faust, if necessary, and don’t 
you blench!” (HH 344-345) Rather than calling to mind only conventionally female role 
models that swoon or plead for mercy, Capitola strikingly draws inspiration from a series 																																																								
66 Of course, Black Donald does not view these two roles as wholly incompatible. As he 
tells Le Noir, “‘[t]he cat may play with the mouse most delightfully before devouring it’” 
(HH 145). 
 
67 Indeed, The Hidden Hand emphasizes Black Donald’s fictionality from the moment he 
enters into the narrative: “Black Donald, from his great stature, might have been a giant 
walked out of the age of fable into the middle of the nineteenth century” (HH 126). The 
text subsequently calls attention to his astonishing ability to transform his massive body. 
When he dons the costume of a Quaker peddler, for example, he remarks that “my broad-
skirted gray coat and broad-brimmed gray hat make me look about twelve inches shorter 
and broader’” (HH 126). 
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of male and female characters that outsmart powerful foes – and, when necessary, enact 
violence against them. Her words of encouragement to herself – “‘Cap, my little man, be 
a woman!’” (HH 345)  – reinforce her willingness to transgress gender conventions in 
order to subvert the role in which Black Donald has positioned her; they also suggest that 
“being a woman” can involve being sharp-witted and quick-tongued in the face of peril 
rather than passive and silent. Accordingly, rather than reacting with horror at the sight of 
a man in her bedchamber, Capitola speaks to Black Donald as though he were a welcome 
guest. “‘Well, upon my word,’” she declares, “‘I think a gentleman might let a lady know 
when he means to pay her a domiciliary visit at midnight!’” (HH 345) Much as when she 
appealed to Craven for protection, she strategically repositions Black Donald as a 
“gentleman” in order to cast him in a less threatening role. Yet whereas the less cunning 
Craven found Capitola’s conversation distracting, Black Donald relishes the opportunity 
to engage in clever banter with her; indeed, it only serves to augment his sexual desire – 
and, to an extent, hers as well. The text veils their rising passion only thinly by staging it 
over a meal: 
“Upon my word, I think you are very cool!” replied Black Donald, 
throwing himself into the second arm-chair on the other side of the stand 
of refreshments. 
“People are likely to be cool on a December night, with the thermometer 
at zero, and the ground three feet under the snow,” said Cap, nothing 
daunted. 
“Capitola, I admire you! You are a cucumber. That’s what you are, a 
cucumber.” 
“A pickled one?” asked Cap. 
“Yes! and as pickled cucumbers are good to give one an appetite, I think I 
shall fall to and eat.” 
“Do so,” said Cap, “for Heaven forbid that I should fail in hospitality.” 
(HH 345) 
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As Capitola performs the role of polite young lady to Black Donald’s “gentleman,” she 
not only maintains control of the narrative circulating between them; it also indicates that 
she takes pleasure in sparring with an adversary who shares her “humor, mischief, and 
roguery” (HH 346).  
 As their titillating exchange continues, Capitola repositions Black Donald not 
only narratively but also physically as she lures him closer to the trapdoor; yet although 
the text pays increasing attention to her embodied experiences as she directs this 
elaborate performance, it resists identifying them clearly as either rising sexual pleasure 
or panic. At first Capitola insists that she desires Black Donald’s advances, declaring, “‘I 
wanted you to carry me off!’” (HH 346) He finds this confession so surprising that it 
interferes with his ravenous appetite, suggesting that Capitola may have stymied a 
potential rapist yet again: “‘Why, I declare, I never thought of that!’ said the outlaw, 
dropping his bread and cheese” (HH 346). Yet Black Donald quickly buys into this new 
narrative and attempts to speed along their now-consensual liaison by remarking, “‘Miss 
Black, I am afraid you are not good,’” and inviting her to “‘give [him] a kiss’” (HH 346-
7). To buy more time, Capitola quickly switches scripts to play up her delicacy and 
domesticity: 
“I won’t!” said Cap, “until you have done your supper and washed your 
face. Your beard is full of crumbs!” 
“Very well, I can wait awhile! meantime just brew me a bowl of egg-nog, 
by way of a night-cap, will you?” said the outlaw, drawing off his boots 
and stretching his legs to the fire. 
“Agreed; but it takes two to make egg-nog; you’ll have to whisk up the 
whites of the eggs into a froth, while I beat the yellows, and mix the other 
ingredients,” said Cap. 
“Just so, assented the outlaw, standing up and taking off his coat, and 
flinging it upon the floor. 
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Cap shuddered, but went on calmly with her preparations. (HH 347) 
 
These instructions to Black Donald serve a dual purpose. They distract him while 
Capitola moves still closer to the trapdoor, and they reframe their relationship as an equal 
partnership rather than one shaped by a gendered imbalance of power, thereby diffusing 
the threat of rape once again. Moreover, in light of this staging, the text allows for 
multiple interpretations of her “shudder” as she contemplates opening the trapdoor: she 
may be experiencing fear at she wonders when Black Donald will stop humoring her and 
proceed to rape her, or she may be feeling pleasure at the prospect of indulging in 
consensual sex. As Black Donald begins to undress and make himself comfortable, 
Capitola moves purposefully about the room and rearranges the furniture until 
“[n]othing… remained upon the rug [that concealed the trapdoor] except Black Donald 
seated in the arm-chair” (HH 349). Yet even as she maintains this spatial control, the text 
simultaneously registers her increasing agitation as she prepares to spring the bolt that 
holds the trapdoor in place: “her blood seemed freezing in her veins; her heart beat 
thickly; her throat was choked; her head fully nearly to bursting, and her eyes were veiled 
by a blinding film” (HH 349). This description of overwhelming terror aligns Capitola 
more closely with other Gothic heroines than in her previous encounters with sexually 
threatening men, as do her subsequent words to Black Donald: she begs him to leave, 
offers him money, and asks him to contemplate the state of his soul before perpetrating 
his intended crime. Yet as she stands before Black Donald “with no look of human 
feeling about her but the gleaming light of her terrible eyes, and the beading sweat upon 
her death-like brow” (HH 352), her ruthless poise indicates that her terror derives just as 
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much from the prospect of opening the trapdoor as it does from the threat of rape. When 
he tells her that “‘a kiss… will put life into those marble cheeks’” and finally reaches 
forward to embrace her, she springs the trapdoor and casts him into the “awful void” 
below (HH 353). This act profoundly undermines the narrative pattern of rape as it 
replaces Capitola’s violated body with Black Donald’s. Capitola thus enacts one of 
Marcus’s most provocative suggestions and becomes a woman who resists rape by 
“displacing the emphasis on what the rape script promotes—male violence against 
women—and putting into place what the rape script stultifies and excludes—women’s 
will, agency, and capacity for violence” (395). 
 To emphasize this successful rewriting of the rape script, The Hidden Hand draws 
a strong parallel between Capitola’s confrontation with Black Donald and the earlier 
scene in which Le Noir attempts to rape Marah but simultaneously emphasizes key 
differences in the ways that the two women negotiate these sexually threatening 
encounters. Much as Marah finds herself isolated in a woodland cabin, Capitola occupies 
a room in Hurricane Hall that is far from those of the household’s other members. 
Moreover, both spaces are under Warfield’s control, but in both instances he is absent 
and fails to protect the women he has secluded within them. In his absence, ill-
intentioned men easily invade both spaces without using force and assert their control 
over the women within them by taking off their clothes in preparation for committing 
sexual crimes. Yet whereas Marah struggles to find her voice to either rebuff Le Noir’s 
advances or call for help – and thereby to rewrite this scene as one in which she is not 
victimized – Capitola engages Black Donald in witty repartee that reframes his act of 
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intended sexual violence as one of consensual pleasure. Moreover, whereas Marah can 
conceive of no way to escape from Le Noir, Capitola conceives of an escape plan by 
transforming the ordinary objects in her room into strategic tools: she uses food and drink 
to sate Black Donald’s other appetites and rearranges furniture to maintain subtle control 
his movements. Most importantly, she re-envisions her bedchamber’s trapdoor not as a 
metaphorical space that renders her perpetually open to sexual violation but as one that 
she can choose to open on her own terms, either to welcome in a consensual lover or to 
engulf and disarm a sexual antagonist. 
Yet although The Hidden Hand labels this climactic moment “an awful, though a 
complete victory” (HH 353), the text’s subsequent attention to Capitola’s enduring 
distress stymies our ability to read it as her most empowering act. While Landry reads 
this scene as Capitola “vanquishing the rapist” and thereby learning how “to control the 
black pit’s meaning” (42), I contend that the text’s extended attention to Capitola’s 
trauma in the hours following Black Donald’s fall diminishes the agency she has 
temporarily claimed: 
Capitola lay upon the bed, with her face buried in the pillow…. An 
uncontrollable horror prevented her from turning lest she should see the 
yawning mystery in the middle of the floor, or hear some awful sound 
from its unknown depths. The very shadows on the walls thrown up wildly 
by the expiring firelight, were objects of grotesque terror.… 
It was late in the morning when at last nature succumbed, and she sank 
into a deep sleep. She had not slept long when she was aroused from a 
profound state of insensibility by a loud, impatient knocking at her door. 
She started up wildly and gazed around her. For a minute she could not 
remember what were the circumstances under which she had lain down, or 
what was that vague feeling of horror and alarm that possessed her. Then 
the yawning trap-door, the remnants of the supper, and Black Donald’s 
coat, hat and boots upon the floor, drove in upon her reeling brain the 
memory of the night of terror! (HH 353-354) 
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This passage includes the only moment where The Hidden Hand describes Capitola as 
“insensible,” a term that aligns her reaction to springing the trapdoor with the accounts of 
nineteenth-century women who experienced rape.68 Moreover, Capitola’s reaction bears a 
striking resemblance that of Udolpho’s Emily after she has lifted the black veil and seen 
what she perceives to be a decaying corpse:  
…[she] lifted the veil; but instantly let it fall—perceiving what it had 
concealed was no picture, and, before she could leave the chamber, she 
dropped senseless to the floor. When she had recovered her recollection, 
the remembrance of what she had seen nearly deprived her of it a second 
time. …Horror occupied her mind, and excluded, for a time, all sense of 
past, and dread of future misfortune…. (248-9) 
 
Like Capitola, Emily’s confrontation with a cavernous space that contains what she 
believes to be a dead body elicits insensibility followed by a renewed sense of 
incapacitating horror once she regains consciousness.69 The echo of this earlier scene 
suggests that Capitola’s encounter with the trapdoor forces her to confront the 
vulnerability of her own body – just as she would have if Black Donald had raped or 
murdered her, albeit in a different way.  
At the same time, I do not think we should read this moment as merely an 
uncritical return to generically conventional language that diffuses the threat Capitola’s 
unconventional act has posed to the narrative stability of the text. Instead, I suggest that 																																																								
68 Moreover, in her exchange with Old Hurricane following the event, we witness 
Capitola struggling for the first time with command over her language: “‘I drew him to 
sit upon the chair on the rug, and –’” again she shuddered from head to foot – “‘and I 
sprung the trap and precipitated him to – oh, Heaven of Heavens! where? – I know not!’” 
(HH 355) 
 
69 Several hundred pages later, the narrator of Udolpho reveals to readers (though never 
to Emily) that what she had perceived to be a decaying corpse was actually a wax effigy. 
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the debilitating horror Capitola experiences after springing the trapdoor might also imply 
that she has been forced to confront her own capacity to perpetrate violence against 
another human being as well as the larger gendered implications of that drastic action. 
Acting violently is one traditionally masculine role that Capitola has not previously 
assumed and has condemned when others have occupied it. For example, earlier in the 
text, when Capitola refuses one of Warfield’s commands and he threatens to punish her 
“‘[w]ith the rod,’” she responds by avowing that “‘in all the sorrows, shames and 
sufferings of my destitute childhood, no one ever dishonored my person with a blow, and 
if ever you should have the misfortune to forget your manhood so far as to strike me… [I 
would] shave your beard off smick, smack, smoove!’” (HH 167, emphasis original) This 
exchange reveals that Capitola views perpetrating violence as a role that diminishes one’s 
“manhood” rather than augmenting it; at the same time, her comic threat to shave off 
Warfield’s beard implies that she does not want to resituate the use of violence as a 
feminine activity, either.70 When she later resorts to violence against Black Donald, then, 
we might read her horrified reaction as one that registers shock and disappointment as she 
realizes that conventional narratives so thoroughly frame sexual desire between men and 
women as antagonistic that in order to escape her own sexual victimization within such a 
narrative, her only option is to victimize another. This climactic moment thus grapples 
more aggressively with a truth toward which other moments in The Hidden Hand have 
more subtly gestured: to truly reconceive conventional narratives that structure relations 																																																								
70 Similarly, when she engages in a mock duel with Craven after he has slandered her 
sexual reputation, she fills her gun with split peas so that he will be humiliated but not 
truly harmed. 
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between the sexes through sexual antagonism and violence, it is not enough either to 
assume the opposite-gender role or to perform one’s own gender role strategically. 
Instead, a more successful reconfiguration of these narratives would involve a more 
drastic and permanent rejection of the allocation of power, including the capacity for 
violence, along gendered lines. 
The Hidden Hand complicates things still further when it reveals that Black 
Donald has miraculously survived his fall, a fact that sets the stage for a final set of plot 
twists that reemphasize the fictionality of its two most subversive characters. Although 
the space beneath the trapdoor has consistently been depicted as limitless, it suddenly 
becomes possible to reach the cavern’s bottom with a “long ladder” (HH 357), allowing 
to Black Donald to be rescued from its depths. When the neighborhood’s constables 
recover his “ghastly, bleeding, insensible form,” Capitola insists that they “‘lay him upon 
[her] bed,’” reminding us of the alternate narrative in which she and Black Donald might 
have lain there together the previous night (HH 357).  Yet when she subsequently avows 
“‘I shall never occupy this room again; its associations are too full of horrors’” (HH 357-
8), the text turns away from this possibility and continues to resituate Capitola in a more 
conventional role. Although she “was everywhere lauded for her brave part in the capture 
of the famous desperado,” the text emphasizes that “Cap was too sincerely sorry for 
Black Donald to care for the applause” (HH 358). This moment signals a drastic shift in 
how the narrative characterizes both characters: she no longer revels in her subversive 
successes, and he emerges as a figure that elicits sympathy rather than dread. After an 
extended – and perhaps purposefully distracting – narrative digression into Herbert and 
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Traverse’s adventures during the Mexican-American War, The Hidden Hand cements 
these new sanitized characterizations of its two most subversive characters. Following his 
recovery, Black Donald is sentenced to death for “the murder of the solitary widow and 
her daughter in the forest cabin” as well as “the assassination of Eugene Le Noir” (HH 
418). This first conviction strikingly erases the rumor that Black Donald raped these 
women and so diminishes the potency of his dangerous sexuality. Moreover, by this point 
in the text we have learned that Black Donald did not murder Eugene, courtesy of Gabriel 
Le Noir’s deathbed confession after being wounded in the war; instead, we know that 
Gabriel is the real murderer and Black Donald agreed to keep his secret so he could 
maintain the upper hand in their criminal partnership. These strategic rewritings and 
revelations make it easier for both Capitola and readers to view Black Donald with 
unambiguous sympathy.  
Yet even as the final chapters dwell on Capitola’s conventionally feminine 
capacity for pity, they simultaneously depict her taking an unconventional series of steps 
in order to save Black Donald before his execution. At first, she determines to “‘write a 
petition to the Governor to commute his sentence, and carry it all around the country 
[her]self;’” when her neighbors refuse to sign it, she takes a still more drastic step and 
delivers a set of burglary tools to Black Donald’s jail cell so he can escape. The text 
stages this final encounter the night before Capitola’s wedding to Herbert, once again 
reminding readers of the alternative narrative in which Capitola and Black Donald could 
have consummated their desire for one another. Yet when Black Donald and Capitola 
actually meet, the text seems to resist this other narrative, as Black Donald uses the 
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fatherly term “‘little one’” (HH 431) to refer to Capitola instead of the more playful pet 
names “‘my duck’” and “‘my dear’” (HH 352) and Capitola calls him by his full 
Christian named Donald Bayne. Moreover, Black Donald rewrites the threat he once 
posed to Capitola: “‘I only seemed to consent to your death to save your life!’” (HH 431), 
he tells her, thus recasting the sexually threatening act of infiltrating her bedchamber as a 
more heroic act of benevolent rescue.71 Capitola not only assents to this narrative but 
perpetuates it by situating herself within it as a once-imperiled heroine now positioned to 
grant clemency: “‘as I was the person whom you injured most of all others, so I consider 
that I of all others have the best right to pardon you and set your free!’” (HH 431) She 
subsequently leaves him with the burglary tools and tells him where to find her pony 
Gyp; the next day, Gyp is found on Warfield’s plantation with a note signed by “Black 
Donald, Reformed Robber” (HH 435) and a bag of money to replace the faster horse he 
has taken in Gyp’s place.  
While this final sequence of events seems to bring The Hidden Hand to a 
conventional ending in which “Cap has successfully transformed Black Donald” (Pond 
159) and been rewarded with marriage and inheritance, I suggest that it lends itself to a 
more subversive interpretation beneath its sentimental veneer. Although the text depicts 
Black Donald and Capitola as strategically performing conventional gendered roles once 
again in order to create this happy ending, this time it does so by foregrounding their 																																																								
71 In crafting this new narrative, Black Donald resembles Udolpho’s Count Morano when 
he bursts into Emily’s bedchamber and declares that he seeks to liberate her from “‘the 
schemes of Montoni’” (262); at the same time, Morano’s passionate declaration of love 
casts him as a sexual threat and leads Emily to urge him to leave despite her eagerness to 
escape Montoni’s control. 
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collaborative efforts to construct a narrative together rather than creating their own 
narratives in opposition to one another. Whereas much of the novel’s action has turned on 
the contrast between the male-authored rape narratives used to control women and 
Capitola’s subversive revisions of these narratives that maintain her sexual freedom, this 
final sequence envisions for the first time the mutual creation of complementary rather 
than conflicting gendered scripts – and the egalitarian erotic potential that such a shared 
enterprise produces. As the text comes to a close, it therefore leaves open the possibility 
that Capitola and Black Donald may one day reunite and take more consensual pleasure 
in rewriting familiar narrative patterns of gender and desire, even if this rewriting must 
happen beyond the scope of the text that Southworth has written.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
Cross-dressing the Faust Legend in Louisa May Alcott’s A Long Fatal Love Chase 
 
 
Introduction: A “world old story” in a “new fantastic dress” 
 
 
“I think my natural ambition is for the lurid style. I indulge in gorgeous 
fancies and wish that I dared inscribe them upon my pages and set them 
before the public…  
[But h]ow should I dare to interfere with the proper grayness of old 
Concord? The dear old town has never known a startling hue since the 
redcoats were there. …To have had Mr. Emerson for an intellectual god 
all one’s life is to be invested with a chain armor of propriety.  
…And what would my own good father think of me… if I set folks to 
doing the things that I have a longing to see my people do? No, my dear, I 
shall always be a wretched victim to the respectable traditions of 
Concord.” (107-8) 
—Louisa May Alcott, qtd. in LaSalle Corbell Pickett, Across My Path: 
Memories of People I Have Known (1916) 
 
 
Although E. D. E. N. Southworth garnered an enduring reputation as one of 
nineteenth-century America’s most popular authors, it did not escape the notice of many 
of her contemporary readers that the era’s preeminent literary critics “interpreted her 
extreme popularity… as a form of feminine seduction of the public powered by her 
skilled storytelling” (Naranjo-Huebl 24). For those readers who were also aspiring 
authors, Southworth’s notoriety exemplified a keen tension they faced when entering the 
literary marketplace: publishing pleasurably shocking fiction that experimented with 
conventionally gendered narratives could result in significant commercial success and 
fame, but it could also jeopardize an author’s moral reputation – particularly if that author 
was a woman. One of Southworth’s most sophisticated readers, Louisa May Alcott, 
grappled with this tension throughout her own literary career. Known for decades 
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primarily as “the children’s friend,” she carefully cultivated her reputation as a 
respectable author of moral juvenile fiction as well as domestic and sentimental novels 
for adults.72 Indeed, perhaps to bolster this reputation, Alcott satirizes Southworth’s work 
in her most famous novel, Little Women (1868), in a scene in which the heroine Jo March 
witnesses a young man reading a tale of “love, mystery, and murder” by “Mrs. S. L. A. 
N. G. Northbury;” although Jo begins her own literary career by modeling her own work 
on this “class of light literature in which the passions have a holiday” (266-7), she 
quickly turns away from it in favor of more subdued domestic tales that her mentor and 
eventual husband Professor Bhaer encourages her to write. Despite this public disavowal 
of Southworth’s fiction, however, contemporary scholars now know that Alcott still 
managed to repeatedly and even gleefully find a way around the pressure to be 
respectable by anonymously and pseudonymously publishing dozens of “blood-and-
thunder” tales (Letters 79). These texts reveal that she not only carefully read 
Southworth’s fiction but also that she thoroughly enjoyed it, as they take equal pleasure 
in upending the readers’ expectations about gendered behavior produced by familiar 
narrative patterns.  
																																																								
72 The first biography of Louisa May Alcott, written by Ednah Dow Cheney and 
published shortly after Alcott’s death, was titled The Children’s Friend (1888). This text 
cemented Alcott’s reputation as a purveyor of moral tales for children and glossed over or 
entirely ignored her writing in other genres. During her lifetime Alcott also published two 
adult novels under her own name that are more sentimental and domestic than her 
“blood-and-thunder” tales: Moods (1864) and Work (1873). Scholars have recently begun 
to examine how these texts reflect Alcott’s more radical views on gender in the same way 
that her sensation fiction does. See, for example, Bannett (2007) on Moods and Maibor’s 
chapter on Work in Labor Pains (2004). 
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This generic tension in Alcott’s literary career informs the complex sartorial 
metaphor that she uses in her conversation with historian and lecturer LaSalle Corbell 
Pickett quoted above to simultaneously express admiration for and frustration with her 
father Bronson Alcott and the community of literary titans to which he belonged.73 Alcott 
insists that her veneration of Ralph Waldo Emerson has “invested” her with a figurative 
garment of “propriety,” an ideal coded as feminine in nineteenth-century America; at the 
same time, that particular garment, “chain armor,” is an implicitly masculine one 
associated with warfare.74 Although this metaphorical language suggests that Alcott feels 
profoundly confined by her gender, she goes on to play with the multiple meanings of the 
word “invest” to reject such confinement by characterizing herself as a knight who 
possesses vital equipment that will protect her as she wages battle against those who 
constrain her.75 This imaginative self-conception suggests that Alcott was an astute reader 																																																								
73 Many scholars have examined how Alcott’s fraught relationship with her father 
influenced her writing; see in particular Matteson’s Eden’s Outcasts (2007). Among 
Alcott’s “blood-and-thunder” tales, “A Marble Woman: or, The Mysterious Model” 
(1865) particularly lends itself to this line of inquiry; see articles by McCullough (1991), 
Chapman (1998), and Franklin (1999). 
 
74 This connection between clothing and combat is prefigured through the earlier 
metonymic description of the British soldiers that once patrolled Concord as “redcoats.” 
 
75 The Oxford English Dictionary provides a rich array of definitions for the verb 
“invest.” Most commonly it means either “to clothe, robe, or envelop (a person) in or 
with a garment or article of clothing” or “to clothe or endue with attributes, qualities, or a 
character.” However, it also possesses a series of legal meanings: “to establish (a person) 
in the possession of any office, position, property, etc.; to endow or furnish with power, 
authority, or privilege.” These multiple meanings award varying levels of agency to the 
person being “invested” with a garment, attribute, position, or property, making in an 
appropriately loaded term for Alcott to use as she negotiates her agency in relation to her 
father and community. In a strikingly similar moment, Howe’s Laurence in The 
Hermaphrodite tells us that his parents “resolved to invest me with the dignity and 
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not just of Southworth’s fiction but also of the canonical Gothic novels that inspired her – 
and that this extensive reading emboldened her to envision herself as occupying a 
masculine gender role within that genre. Alcott’s tone thus emerges as ironic when she 
subsequently frames herself as a “wretched victim to the respectable traditions of old 
Concord.” While there may be moments when she feels victimized or entrapped like a 
Gothic heroine, she has already shown that she can deftly manipulate both gender and 
genre conventions to claim a more agentive and rebellious role for herself – albeit in 
imaginative rhetorical terms that will not jeopardize her propriety in real life.76 
This moment of cross-gender thinking emblematizes a defining feature of Alcott’s 
canon: her astonishing ability not only to write across different genres but also to 
creatively transform them to serve various needs – sometimes to uphold the “respectable 
traditions” of her community, other times to address more subversive themes. Since 
Leona Rostenberg and Madeleine Stern recovered Alcott’s “blood-and-thunder” tales, 
they have garnered sustained and enthusiastic attention from feminist scholars interested 
																																																																																																																																																																					
insignia of manhood” (H 3); however, after their decision at the moment of his birth, 
Laurence determines for himself how to perform his masculinity and use it to his 
advantage, thus asserting his control over a gender identity that he did not initially 
choose. Alcott’s phrasing seems to imply something similar: the patriarchs of “old 
Concord” may have initially been the ones to “invest” her with “a chain armor of 
propriety,” but after they impose that identity, she turns it to her advantage and exploits it 
in ways that they do not anticipate to limit the power they have to define her in the future. 
  
76 See Warren’s chapter in Philosophies of Sex (2012) for an extended discussion of 
Alcott and Howe’s concerns about publishing texts with androgynous characters that 
would threaten their respectability. 
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in examining Alcott’s treatment of controversial topics.77 Critical readings have 
examined the tales’ incisive commentary on the socioeconomic and legal 
disenfranchisement of nineteenth-century women, as well as their provocative treatment 
of women’s sexual desire, drug use, artistic ambition, and other behaviors that run 
counter to the era’s prevailing gender conventions.78 Scholars also frequently 
acknowledge that Alcott used a range of Gothic conventions from imprisonment to 
inheritance plots, not only to pleasurably shock her readers but also to structure her 
criticism of both the literary conventions and real-world institutions that limited 
women.79 Although this body of critical work continues to develop, many “blood-and-
thunder” tales have not yet received rigorous analysis. In this chapter, I examine two 
understudied tales – A Long Fatal Love Chase (1866) and A Modern Mephistopheles 																																																								
77 See Rostenberg (1943) for the evidence from Alcott’s letters that identifies the titles of 
several pseudonymous tales; she and Stern subsequently worked for decades to uncover 
many more. Stern also edited numerous volumes of these tales as well as volumes of 
Alcott’s letters and journals alongside Daniel Shealy and Joel Myerson. 
 
78 Key studies include Keyser’s Whispers in the Dark (1993) as well as articles by 
Fetterley (1983), Halttunen (1984), Elliott (1994), Dawson (1997), on “Behind A Mask; 
or, A Woman’s Power” (1866); Carpenter (1986) on “A Whisper in the Dark” (1863); 
and Smith (2000) on “Pauline’s Passion and Punishment” (1863). In addition to this 
ongoing work, more recent scholarship has begun to examine how some of these tales 
engage with other aspects of Alcott’s cultural milieu, particularly conversations about 
slavery and race. See, for example, Elbert’s Louisa May Alcott on Race, Sex, and Slavery 
(1997) as well as articles by Derrickson (2001), Paulin (2002), and Randsell (2007). 
Derrickson and Randsell both attend to Alcott’s use of the Gothic as it shapes her 
depictions of race.  
 
79 In addition to Halttunen and Carpenter’s early analysis of Alcott’s use of the Gothic in 
“Behind a Mask” and “A Whisper in the Dark,” respectively, see Goddu’s chapter on 
Hawthorne, Alcott, and the literary marketplace in Gothic America (1997). Chapman and 
Franklin’s articles also examine the Gothic motifs in “A Marble Woman” through a 
psychoanalytic lens reminiscent of the claims developed by Massé’s In the Name of Love 
(1992).   
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(1877) – in which Alcott utilizes her extensive knowledge of the Gothic to transform the 
gender roles and erotic dynamics of the legend of Faust and Mephistopheles. Through 
these Gothic transformations, I argue, Alcott’s tales characterize heterosexual romance as 
a Faustian bargain – a deal that women make with the initial hope of increasing their 
liberty but with the ironic consequence of sacrificing their freedom to the very men with 
whom they make the pact. Alcott’s revisionary Faust tales also suggest that women can 
escape the worst consequences of this bargain, but only when they resolve to become 
more like Mephistopheles and manipulate their male counterparts to achieve their own 
goals.  
Alcott shared a keen interest with Emerson and other Transcendentalists in the 
Faust legend, particularly as rendered in Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s two-part play 
Faust (1828-9, 1832); yet while these thinkers primarily viewed the legend as the era’s 
defining tale of the presumptively male ideals of self-reliance and ambition, Alcott 
contemplated to what extent the story could reflect the experiences of women. Following 
the pseudonymous serialization in The Flag of Our Union of what has become her best-
known “blood-and-thunder” tale, “Behind A Mask; or, A Woman’s Power” (1866), 
Alcott submitted another manuscript to the same periodical, this one about a Faustian 
battle of wills between a man and a woman drawn together by sexual passion but repelled 
by ethical differences. This tale, initially titled “A Modern Mephistopheles,” was rejected 
for being “too long and too sensational” (Journals 153) and remained unpublished for 
more than a century, finally appearing under the title A Long Fatal Love Chase in 1995. 
In the meantime, after the incredible success of Little Women, Alcott revisited the 
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romantic drama of her rejected manuscript and combined it with a plot of artistic rivalry 
that she had used in several other tales.80 The resulting novel, A Modern Mephistopheles, 
or The Fatal Love Chase, was published anonymously in the Roberts’ Brothers No Name 
Series.81 In this text, the Faustian drama plays out among two male and two female 
characters who assert varying degrees of erotic power and artistic influence over one 
another with increasingly damaging effects. Upon completing this novel, Alcott wrote in 
her journal that she “[e]njoyed” writing it because she was “tired of providing moral pap 
for the young” (Journals 204). The text went on to receive neutral or positive reviews in 
which critics failed to come to a consensus about the author’s identity.82  																																																								
80 As several scholars have acknowledged, Alcott drew on her characterization of the 
partnership between two male artists in “The Freak of a Genius” (1866) as she developed 
the relationship between Jasper Helwyze and Felix Canaris in Mephistopheles; see in 
particular Stadler (1999). However, she wrote other tales throughout her career that 
feature two characters engaged in artistic rivalry, from her first published story “The 
Rival Painters” (1852) to her unfinished novel Diana and Persis (1879). For an 
examination of how the latter text characterizes artistic competition between women as 
less destructive than between men, see Vidrine (2010).  
 
81 See Stern and Shealy (1991) on how the No Name Series “casts light upon publishing 
history, popular literary taste, author-publisher relations, and the role of American 
women novelists during a significant decade” (375). 
 
82 For a compilation of contemporary reviews of Mephistopheles, see Clark’s Louisa May 
Alcott: The Contemporary Reviews (2004), pp. 285-305. Regarding Alcott’s family and 
friends’ reactions to learning she had authored this novel, her friend LaSalle Corbell 
Pickett recalls that “Miss Alcott’s friends were not only surprised but incredulous when it 
was discovered that she was the author of the volume in ‘No Name Series,’ called ‘A 
Modern Mephistopheles’” (106) but goes on to concede that writing that novel “gave 
poor Louisa an opportunity to escape for a moment from the Concord traditions, and I 
think she enjoyed writing every sentence in [it]” (109). Mephistopheles was reissued 
posthumously under Alcott’s name in 1889 alongside the previously anonymous “A 
Whisper in the Dark.” As Stern writes in her introduction to a modern edition of 
Mephistopheles, the latter text was presented as an example of the kind of sensation story 
that Little Women’s heroine Jo March would have written (xi). Early scholarship on 
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One contemporary review of Mephistopheles provides a provocative lens through 
which we can examine both this text and A Long Fatal Love Chase: while the reviewer 
remarks that the author “writes… with both the defects and merits of a woman’s pen,” he 
also acknowledges that the text “give[s] a new, fantastic dress to a world old story” 
(Reviews 297). Much as Alcott once envisioned herself cross-dressed in “a chain armor of 
propriety” in order to claim a more capacious literary identity for herself, her Faust tales 
cloak “a world old story” in “a new, fantastic dress” by blending the familiar and highly 
gendered conventions of the Gothic genre in order to create female characters who pursue 
traditionally masculine forms of ambition, freedom, and passion. In the first section of 
this chapter, I explore how Alcott’s Faust tales selectively appropriate elements of what 
contemporary scholars call the Male Gothic, a subgenre that often utilizes Faustian and 
Mephistophelean characters to dramatize the themes of temptation and coercion, 
sometimes in homoerotic terms; in these texts, male characters make damning pacts in 
pursuit of greater knowledge that will enable them to wield greater power over others, 
albeit at the eventual expense of their own souls. I also examine how her tales borrow 
self-consciously from the Female Gothic, a subgenre that depicts virtuous heroines 
pursued by male villains who want to dominate them sexually and socioeconomically; 
although these heroines also typically want both knowledge and power, they seek these 
things only to the degree that they can use them to thwart their antagonists and achieve 
marital and domestic stability. By creatively amalgamating conventions from these two 																																																																																																																																																																					
Alcott’s Faust tales treats Alcott’s transformations in the legend biographically; Kaledin, 
for example, argues that the theme of false authorship in Mephistopheles reveals Alcott’s 
subconscious belief that “what had brought her success was so far from expressing her 
real self that it might just as well have been written by another” (257). 
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Gothic traditions, Alcott fashions two metafictional tales that foreground not only the 
gender conventions that endanger women who bind themselves socially and legally to 
men, but also the genre conventions that prevent readers and writers from envisioning 
alternate narratives for female characters that do not center on their pursuit of 
heterosexual marriage.83  
In the second and third sections of this chapter, I examine how Love Chase 
transplants the coercive power dynamic of the relationship between Mephistopheles and 
Faust onto a Gothicized courtship plot. As the heroine Rosamond Vivian attempts to 
achieve freedom from her grandfather’s oppressive home through her romantic 
entanglement with Phillip Tempest, the text presents their passionate bond as a Faustian 
contract that paradoxically limits her further because she enters into it with a man who 
becomes increasingly Mephistophelean when he perceives that his power over her is 
endangered. While Love Chase tentatively envisions how Rosamond can creatively claim 
some agency within this relationship by strategically performing different gender roles, it 
simultaneously emphasizes the significant sacrifices she must make to compensate for 
her strivings. The text thus stresses that its heroine’s ambition and agency are 
fundamentally limited – not by supernatural or cosmic forces, as in traditional Faust tales, 
but by a human man who punishes her for her gender transgressions, by patriarchal 
institutions that are not designed to protect or empower her, and by gendered storylines 
that refuse to imagine happy endings for her. At the same time, Love Chase introduces 																																																								
83 Alcott’s deft blending of motifs from these two genres also encourages us to reconsider 
why contemporary scholars often classify Gothic texts into these gendered categories 
when they have many features in common, as I discuss in the introduction of this 
dissertation. 
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Phillip’s estranged wife Marion Tempest as a counterpart to Rosamond; while both 
women are initially deceived in their romantic relationships with Phillip, Marion 
ultimately triumphs over her husband because she learns how to manipulate Phillip as 
successfully as he once manipulated her. By including Marion as a minor but significant 
character, the text implies that when women do survive their Faustian battles with 
Mephistophelean men, it is not because they have remained morally steadfast, but rather 
because they have become Mephistophelean and learned how to manipulate their male 
counterparts themselves. 
In a coda to my analysis of Love Chase, I consider how Alcott made crucial 
transformations in Mephistopheles that suggest a pessimistic shift in her thinking about 
how successfully women can resist the Faustian temptation of heterosexual romance.84 
By replacing Rosamond with Gladys, Alcott creates a less ambitious heroine who adheres 
more closely both to the era’s dominant ideology of True Womanhood and to the generic 
conventions of Gothic fiction – although, like Rosamond, she ultimately dies as a victim 																																																								
84 Surprisingly, very few scholars have considered these texts together. When they do, 
they tend to echo Madeleine Stern’s early claim that Mephistopheles depicts its heroine 
Gladys as more moral than Love Chase’s Rosamond Vivian and that the later text thus 
reconciles the divergent impulses of Alcott’s didactic juvenile fiction and more 
scandalous sensation tales; see Stern’s Introduction to Mephistopheles, p. xxxiv in 
particular. Other critics suggest that the two tales are not even worth reading together: 
Elizabeth Keyser, for example, writes that, “except for its Faustian title and theme,” 
Mephistopheles “bears little resemblance to the loose, episodic early manuscript” (123) 
that was eventually published as Love Chase. In a more recent assessment, Blackford 
(2011) focuses primarily on Love Chase in comparison to Little Women but does briefly 
take up the changes between the former text and Mephistopheles; however, she comes to 
different conclusions about these changes, as I discuss in more detail later. In an 
unpublished dissertation (2014), Burby discusses both texts alongside Hawthorne’s 
various Faust tales, but his analysis of Alcott’s texts relative to Hawthorne’s is quite 
limited and primarily biographical. 
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of a male antagonist’s Mephistophelean machinations. Yet Gladys is not alone as a 
central female characters in Mephistopheles: the novel also gives extended attention to 
Olivia Surry, an independent and ambitious woman who resembles Marion Tempest but 
remains distinct from her in a crucial way. Although the text presents Olivia as a 
formidable opponent to the Mephistophelean Jasper Helwyze in their Faustian battle of 
wills, she is ultimately subdued because of her enduring love for him. By dwelling on 
how Olivia’s love for Jasper binds her to him and finally circumscribes her agency, 
Mephistopheles reiterates the dangers of heterosexual passion for ambitious women and 
cautions Alcott’s female readers not to uncritically accept this familiar narrative. 
 
I. Contextualizing Alcott’s revisions of the Faust legend 
 
 
 Although the legend of Faust and Mephistopheles “has played the role of a 
constitutive myth, one that prescribes… a particular kind of experience and a way of 
relating to the world” (Hedges 7) for several hundred years in Western culture, it attained 
special significance in the era in which Alcott lived and wrote.85 The Faust legend was 
well known among educated nineteenth-century Americans due to the tremendous 
cultural impact of numerous English translations of Goethe’s Faust published throughout 
the century.86 Although the first English version of the legend, Christopher Marlowe’s 																																																								
85 Critical assessments of the Faust legend’s evolution and influence on Western thought 
include Merlin Versus Faust, edited by Spivack (1992); Hedges’ Framing Faust (2005); 
and Lives of Faust, edited by Fitzsimmons (2008).  
 
86 For an overview of the English translations of Goethe’s Faust that Alcott and other 
nineteenth-century Americans would have read, see Chapter 3 of Stein’s Hawthorne’s 
Faust (1953), especially pp. 23-4.  
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Dr. Faustus (1592), was also an established cultural touchstone, Charlotte Spivack argues 
that Goethe’s version was more influential because, whereas “the vertical thrust of the 
Faustian archetype is self-reversing and self-destructive” in Marlowe’s play, in Goethe’s 
“it is only when man ceases to strive that he can become a victim of the devil” (10-11).87 
Because Goethe’s Faust focuses on the benefits of striving to achieve one’s desires, it 
resonated, albeit darkly, with the nineteenth-century American ideals of ambition and 
self-reliance. Yet even as the text was revered for championing these ideals, many 
readers also denounced it because of the sensuous nature of Faust’s desires and the 
serious consequences of his selfish pursuits for his beloved Margaret.  
Alcott’s knowledge of the Faust legend certainly derived in part from reading 
Faust herself as well as critical assessments by Emerson and Margaret Fuller that 
registered this tension; in this section, however, I want to situate Alcott’s Faust tales 
within a broader set of contexts than previous scholarship has – contexts that help us to 
see how Alcott actively participated in the debate about whether Faustian ambitions 
should be celebrated or condemned.88 Specifically, I examine what Love Chase and 
Mephistopheles have in common with representations of the Faust legend in British and 
American periodicals as well as in Anglo-American Gothic fiction. Alcott’s Faust tales 
self-consciously borrow elements from these varied texts to characterize Faustian 
ambition and Mephistophelean manipulation as socially constructed and performed roles 																																																								
87 Van Cromphout makes a similar claim, noting that in Goethe’s version Faust is 
“granted redemption precisely because he has striven without cease” (Modernity 22). 
 
88 In the journal entry where Alcott writes that she completed writing Mephistopheles, she 
also explains that the plot for that novel “[had] been simmering ever since I read Faust 
last year” (Journals 204). 
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rather than inherently determined character traits – and they show that these roles 
function quite differently when they are occupied and performed by women instead of 
men. Spivack writes that, “[w]hether dealing with the desire for greater knowledge, or 
beauty, or skill, or wealth, or dominance,” the Faust legend always “raises the question of 
what price a person is willing to pay to achieve something beyond the normal reach of 
humanity” (13). Through their use of Gothic conventions, Alcott’s Faust tales intimate 
that the answer to this question changes fundamentally depending on a character’s gender 
– that what seems “beyond the normal reach” of her female characters differs radically 
from what traditional male Faust figures desire, and that these heroines must pay 
significantly steeper prices to achieve their desires as well.  
Goethe’s independent and ambitious Faust bears both striking similarities and 
marked differences to Emerson’s vision of the self-reliant individual; although Emerson’s 
ambivalent commentary on this tension undoubtedly informed Alcott’s Faust tales, she 
was more willing to explore the limits of Faust’s radical individualism.89 Gustaaf Van 
Cromphout contends that, although Emerson viewed Goethe’s Faust as an “admirable” 
figure because of his “infinite aspiration” (Modernity 22), he also recognized that Faust’s 
ongoing efforts to better himself did not come without consequence.90 In “Historic Notes 																																																								
89 Monika Elbert notes that “Alcott records indebtedness to Emerson for introducing her 
to Goethe” (“Transcendentalist” 63) in her journals. In an 1847 entry, fifteen-year-old 
Alcott recalls reading Bettine von Arnim’s correspondence with Goethe; in 1885 Alcott 
added an annotation: “Three years later R. W. E. gave me ‘Wilhelm Meister,’ and from 
that day Goethe has been my chief idol” (Journals 60). 
 
90 Hedges offers an alternative interpretation, arguing that “[i]n Emerson’s formulation, it 
is Mephistopheles, even more than Faust, who exemplifies the dissident, self-reliant 
personality and who chooses to live by his own laws” (99). 
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of Life and Letters in New England” (1880), Emerson writes that “[t]he age tends to 
solitude” and that any “association is for power, merely,—for means; the end being the 
enlargement and independency of the individual” (495). Reflecting on this ruthless 
privileging of individual pursuits over the collective good, he goes on to insist that “[t]he 
most remarkable literary work of the age has for its hero and subject precisely this 
introversion: I mean the poem of Faust” (495). Van Cromphout suggests that Emerson 
saw Faust as addressing how self-serving individualism could lead to “scission, a self 
divided against itself” (Modernity 18). In contrast, Monika Elbert maintains that Faust 
still troubled Emerson because it forced him to confront “his own ambivalence towards 
individualism in a democracy” (“Merlin to Faust” 128).91 We can see such criticism most 
vividly in “Poetry and Imagination” (1876) when Emerson denounces the way in which 
Faust’s egotism drives him to indulge in his basest instincts: “‘Faust’ abounds in the 
disagreeable,” he writes. “The vice is prurient, learned, Parisian” (61-2). This 
condemnation of Faust as “prurient” might explain why Alcott was reluctant to publish 
her own erotically charged Faust tales under her own name and so expose herself to the 
censure of her “intellectual god.” Yet despite her fear of Emerson’s censure, she still 
created Faustian characters that closely resemble Goethe’s in their self-serving passions. 
Early in Love Chase, Rosamond tells Phillip, “‘Law and custom I know nothing of, 
public opinion I despise, and shame and fear I defy, for everyone has a right to be happy 																																																								
91 Elbert goes on to point out that this criticism is hypocritical, since “Faust’s striving in 
the material realm…is [also] characteristic of Emerson’s American scholar,” who could 
not accomplish his intellectual goals without “his empirical research into science” and 
“his pursuit of knowledge;” similarly, “only an encounter with the material realm will 
bring [Faust] to an understanding of the spiritual life” (“Merlin to Faust” 126). 
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in their own way’” (LC 5). Of course, the text also illustrates the consequences that her 
characters must face for indulging in self-interested pursuits – indeed, Rosamond follows 
her brash declaration with a flippant but prescient remark: “‘A short life and a gay one for 
me and I’m willing to pay for my pleasure if it is necessary’” (LC 5). As I will show, 
however, Alcott remains less judgmental than Emerson as she explores the darker 
implications of Faustian ambition. Specifically, by giving readers insight into both the 
individual character traits and larger cultural forces that motivate Rosamond, Love Chase 
emphasizes that her Faustian pursuits are misguided more because of her lack of access to 
education, financial independence, and worldly experience than because of inherent 
selfishness.  
 Alcott’s portraits of nuanced and sympathetic female characters suggest that she 
drew on Margaret Fuller’s critical writings about Goethe’s Faust as another, perhaps 
more crucial precedent. Fuller saw Faust and Goethe’s canon more generally not only as 
grappling with questions about the ethical implications of radical individualism as 
Emerson did but also as depicting women with unusual complexity. As several scholars 
have noted, Fuller not only “knew more about Goethe’s complete oeuvre than any other 
American before her time or since” (Ritchie 222); she also translated several of his works 
into English and served as “his outspoken champion” while her contemporaries 
frequently “either condemned [him] or avoided public praise of him because of what was 
viewed as his scandalous life” (Fry 248).92 In an 1841 essay in The Dial, she famously 																																																								
92 For analysis of Fuller’s translations of Goethe, see articles by Zwarg (1990) and 
English (2001). 
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argues that Faust’s character development emblematizes the spirit of the era: “With the 
progress of an individual soul is shadowed forth that of the soul of the age” (23). 
Following this often-quoted assessment of Faust’s character, however, Fuller also stresses 
the importance of Margaret’s role in the text: “the purity of [Margaret], resisting the 
demon always, even after all her faults, is announced to have saved her soul to heaven; 
and in the second part she appears, not only redeemed herself, but by her innocence and 
forgiving tenderness hallowed to redeem the being who had injured her” (26). Although 
Elbert is right that Fuller praises Margaret for performing her conventional role as “the 
selfless helpmeet” (“Transcendentalist” 67) that facilitates Faust’s redemption, this 
passage still registers that she is a complex character who possesses “faults” but 
nonetheless exhibits a unique capacity for “resisting the demon” in a way that Faust 
cannot.93 In addition to this muted praise for Margaret, evidence in Fuller’s unpublished 
journals suggests that, during her conversation series, she more explicitly extoled 
Goethe’s nuanced depiction of Helen of Troy in the second part of Faust as well as 
female characters elsewhere in his canon who could serve as “role models for the New 
England women Fuller was seeking to educate” (Ritchie 226).94 Fuller’s nuanced analysis 																																																								
93 Fuller revisits her claim that “Goethe always represents the highest principle in the 
feminine form” (26) in the essay’s conclusion where she praises his characterization of 
Iphigenia in Iphigenia in Tauris (1779) not only as a woman who redeems the men 
around her but also as an individual with remarkable poise and purpose. 
 
94 Ritchie argues that Helen “speaks for herself, and always in no uncertain terms. Her 
lines rival or even surpass in beauty the lines spoken by Faust, and they also match or 
supersede in power the lines of the devil Mephistopheles” (226). In light of this analysis, 
I am inclined to differ from Elbert, who maintains that Fuller “celebrates [Margaret’s] 
redemptive power (for man) without seeming to be aware of the repercussions for woman 
in her role as man’s helpmeet” (“Transcendentalist” 68). This claim is filtered through a 
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of Goethe’s female characters confirms Hedges’ claim that the Faust legend has not only 
been “influential in its definition of Western ‘man,’” but, “especially after Goethe, [has] 
also served to define the role of ‘woman,’ variously conceived as object of desire and as 
mediator between man’s transgressive self and the meliorative conscience he personifies 
as his god” (119). I would add that Fuller’s attention to the complexity of Goethe’s 
female characters paved the way for Alcott to craft her own retellings of the Faust legend 
that center on richly drawn women who resist the conventional roles Hedges describes.  
While Emerson and Fuller’s writings both examine the psychological complexity 
of Faust’s individual characters, other nineteenth-century commentaries focus more on 
the relationships among those characters – an interest that Alcott’s Faust tales share. 
According to J. Lasley Dameron, nineteenth-century Americans “would [have been] 
familiar with the legend of Dr. Faustus without having read Goethe or Marlowe” (10) 
because Goethe’s version was so frequently discussed in Anglo-American periodicals.95 																																																																																																																																																																					
biographical lens, as Elbert goes on to argue that Fuller too easily “turns a blind eye to 
[Goethe’s] real-life escapades with women and does not write about the many hearts he 
broke along the way while learning from women” (“Transcendentalist” 69). While this 
criticism of Fuller is merited to an extent, other scholars have convincingly shown that 
Fuller acknowledged the complexity of female characters across Goethe’s canon: in 
addition to Ritchie, see Fry (2001) on Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister novels. 
 
95 References in periodicals to Faust also demonstrate both that this text influenced other 
non-literary aspects of nineteenth-century culture and that it was simultaneously revered 
and condemned. A review of Charles Gounod’s opera Faust (1859) in The Continental 
Monthly (1864), for example, scathingly indicts both the opera itself and the work that 
inspired it: “The undisguised sensuality of Faust, both in Goethe’s drama and in the 
operatic rendering, is such that it nearly destroys our sympathy with Margaret…. [The] 
representation of these two great poisonous spiders [Faust and Mephistopheles], weaving 
their meshes round their unfortunate and but too easy prey, can never in any sense 
impress us as lofty specimens of high art” (487). In sharp contrast, a piece in The Aldine 
(1879) surveys various paintings of Margaret by “renowned” artists of “many different 
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Reviews of various translations of Faust frequently summarized the entire story or quoted 
lengthy portions of it in addition to analyzing it; these reviews often quoted passages that 
provide particular insight into Faust’s complex relationships with Mephistopheles and 
Margaret.96 Other periodical pieces retold Goethe’s play by shifting the focus to other 
characters. One selection in The New World (1842) includes substantial excerpts from 
scenes in which Margaret appears along with illustrations that depict different stages of 
her character development. Another piece that appeared in The Southern Literary 
Messenger (1845) reimagines the tale from the perspective of Wagner, Faust’s student. 
This piece concludes by emphasizing how turning away from Faust’s self-serving 
example allows Wagner to cultivate more successful relationships, recounting how he 
“reared his own happy home, surrounded by a smiling family, and for the remainder of 
his life, which proved a long one, eschewed the society of ‘The Devil and Dr. Faustus’” 
(“The Story of Wagner” 126). Short stories inspired by the Faust legend sometimes 
appeared as well. These tales tend to focus on the consequences that one person’s 
Faustian ambitions can have for their loved ones. In a story printed in The Knickerbocker 
(1858) titled “The Lost Soul,” for example, an ambitious young man recounts how he let 
his aspirations blind him to the devotion of his wife until she passed away. These varied 																																																																																																																																																																					
nationalities” (346) and implies that the sophistication of their artwork was inspired by 
the quality of the original play. 
 
96 For some representative reviews of this kind, see the two parts of “Horæ Germanicæ” 
in consecutive issues of The Knickerbocker (1833), “Goethe’s Faust” in The Southern 
Literary Journal and Magazine of Arts (1837), and The Christian Examiner (1857). 
Translations of substantial portions of the text appeared in The Boston Miscellany of 
Literature and Fashion (1842), while a simplified prose version appeared in The New-
York Mirror (1839).  
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interpretations of the Faust legend suggest that nineteenth-century Americans understood 
this tale not just as an cautionary tale of pursuing one’s desires to their fullest extent, but 
also as a tale about the destructive interpersonal consequences of self-serving ambition. 
Other periodical pieces that refer to Goethe’s Faust suggest that Alcott and her 
contemporaries understood the text’s characters as roles that could be occupied 
interchangeably rather than as determined by a fixed set of personality traits. One short 
illustrated piece printed in 1872 in Harper’s Bazaar – a periodical Alcott almost certainly 
read – describes an American costume ball held in Rome at which the characters depicted 
by attendees include Faust, Margaret, and Mephistopheles.97 Another Harper’s piece 
printed in 1877 describes a parlor game called “Incognito; Or, Who Am I?” in which one 
guest leaves the room and the others determine a part for them to play; in order to help 
him guess the part he has been assigned, the other guests “choose for themselves each a 
character contemporary and connected with that which the absentee is attended to 
represent” (281). The piece then gives an explanatory example of how the game might be 
played by someone who assumes the character of Faust and offers samples of what guests 
could say to help him guess his role by playing the parts of Margaret, Mephistopheles, 
and Martha. These instructions not only assume readers’ familiarity with the story and the 
distinctive aspects of its characters; they also intimate that Faust’s identity is constructed 
performatively in relation to the tale’s other characters. Perhaps most suggestively, an 
anonymous article in The Eclectic Magazine of Foreign Literature reprinted from The 																																																								
97 In a journal entry from 1875, Alcott notes that she attended a reception in New York 
with Mary L. Booth, who was editor of Harper’s Bazaar at that time (Journals 197, 
199n).  
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North British Review on the female characters of Goethe and Shakespeare (1848) argues 
that Margaret, a character “so well known even to purely English readers,” has yet to be 
depicted persuasively on stage:  
It is not unworthy to remark, as illustrative of the perfect artlessness with 
which Goethe has succeeded in investing this marvellous creation, that 
although every actress of note in Germany, since its first publication till 
the present day, has attempted to personate it, not one has succeeded in so 
far laying aside all appearance of art, as to do so to the satisfaction of the 
public. Mephistopheles has been acted to perfection, and some have even 
been tolerably successful with Faust; but although Margaret appears on the 
stage, in all, only some five of six times, and although she utters, including 
her two little songs, might be spoken with ease in eight or ten minutes, yet 
the reproduction of her character in an animated form is a difficulty, which 
as yet has been found insurmountable. (6-7) 
 
Taken at face value, these words suggest that Margaret is so sympathetically rendered by 
Goethe’s words that no actress can replicate such poignancy on stage. Yet I would 
contend that these words, perhaps unintentionally, imply something more: perhaps no 
actress can translate Faust’s vision of Margaret to the stage because her role is so 
idealized that no real woman can fulfill it. As I will show, Love Chase self-consciously 
acknowledges this problem and grapples with the tensions registered in these pieces 
about costumes, parlor games, and dramatic performances by featuring a heroine who 
self-consciously acknowledges the limitations of gender and genre roles and seeks to 
craft her own narrative by strategically performing and transforming them in order to 
achieve what she wants.98  
																																																								
98 Hedges argues that Alcott’s Faust tales constitute a significant “precursor” (97) to 
twentieth-century feminist interpretations of the Faust legend in fiction, film, and theater. 
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Alcott was not only likely the first author to envision a female Faust figure; she 
also characterized this figure by drawing on an established set of Gothic motifs to explore 
how both the scope of Faustian ambition and the limitations imposed upon it change 
when that ambition is experienced by a woman.99 The story of Faust inspired many key 
nineteenth-century American texts by male authors, from Charles Brockden Brown’s 
Wieland (1796) to Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick (1851) and numerous tales by 
Nathaniel Hawthorne. Scholarship examining these tales tends to consider how authors 
appropriate the Faust legend’s central themes and transplant them onto uniquely 
American landscapes, from the wild forest into which Goodman Brown journeys to the 
vast ocean in which the Pequod pursues the object of Captain Ahab’s obsession.100 In 
addition, this line of inquiry considers how American authors dramatize the Faust legend 
using Gothic motifs, particularly by depicting the protagonists of their tales as “Faustian 
men” who experience a “fall brought about by [their] attempts to gain the secrets of the 
universe” (Soldati 1).101 Several scholars have emphasized that Hawthorne’s tales in 																																																								
99 For an examination of the thematic similarities that Goethe’s Faust shares with the 
Gothic tradition, see Brown & Brown’s article (1994) as well as Chapter 1 in Patrick 
Bridgwater’s The German Gothic Novel in Anglo-German Perspective (2013). Many 
canonical British Gothic novels were written contemporaneously with Goethe’s Faust 
and therefore looked to earlier versions of the Faust legend for inspiration; see, for 
example, Grudin (1975) on how Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus shaped the characterization of 
Matilda in Matthew Lewis’s The Monk (1796).  
 
100 For scholarship on Hawthorne’s Faust tales, see Stein’s Hawthorne’s Faust (1953) as 
well as Klingel (1982), Durrani (2008), and Zapf (2012). For analyses of other American 
Faust tales, see Soldati (1974) on Wieland and Van Cromphout (1979) on Moby-Dick. 
 
101 Spivack also acknowledges that the Faust myth informs the figure of the mad scientist 
with godlike ambition depicted in Gothic texts like Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) 
and Robert Louis Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886); she also 
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particular were inspired by the Faust legend as rendered in British Gothic novels like 
Charles Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer (1820), a text that deviates from Goethe’s 
Faust because it blends Faust and Mephistopheles into a single character. This blending 
serves as a model for Roger Chillingworth in The Scarlet Letter (1850), who appears as 
“a unique fusion of the typical Faustian hero and the Mephistophelian tempter of the 
Puritan tradition” (Stein 40).102 Indeed, in many Anglo-American Gothic texts the battle 
between Faust and Mephistopheles gradually becomes either figuratively or literally a 
struggle within Faust himself.103 While some works like Melmoth or The Scarlet Letter 
render this struggle by combining Faust and Mephistopheles into a single figure and 
exploring that character’s internal conflicts, others like Hawthorne’s “The Birthmark” 
(1843) or Moby-Dick accomplish a similar end by pitting a Faustian protagonist against 
abstract forces of nature that reveal his own physical and psychological limitations.  
Although Love Chase’s Rosamond articulates her desires clearly and pursues 
them confidently as the Faust figures in Male Gothic texts do, her ambitions are more 
circumspect, and she struggles to achieve her goals not because of inner conflicts but 
because of an older, more powerful man who pursues, imprisons, and coerces her; these 
transformations demonstrate that Alcott self-consciously appropriates Female Gothic plot 																																																																																																																																																																					
notes that “the Faustian urge to transcend limits proves to be self-destructive” (12) in the 
artistic pursuits depicted in Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890).  
102 Donald Ringe offers a similar appraisal of the importance of Melmoth’s influence on 
Hawthorne’s Gothic fiction in American Gothic (1982); see in particular pp. 65-7.  
 
103 Goethe gives voice to this tension in one of Faust’s most impassioned speeches: “Two 
souls, alas, are dwelling in my breast, / And either would be severed from its brother; / 
The one holds fast with joyous earthly lust / Onto the world of man with organs clinging; 
/ The other soars impassioned from the dust, / To realms of lofty forebears winging” 
(1112-1117). 
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conventions to structure her female Faust tale.104 Eager to escape from her grandfather’s 
oppressive home, Rosamond marries the dangerously alluring Phillip and uses their 
relationship as an opportunity to travel the world, share his luxurious lifestyle, and fulfill 
her need for affection. After she discovers that Phillip only pretended to marry her and 
already has a wife, however, she vows never to give in to temptation again and spends the 
rest of the text eluding him by repeatedly transforming her gender identity. As she 
performs various gender identities, she also slips between a range of racial, classed, and 
familial roles in relation to the text’s supporting characters, appearing as an ethnically 
ambiguous street musician, a nun, the fiancée of a French count, and the surrogate 
daughter of Phillip’s first wife. By endowing her protagonist with this fluid identity, 
Alcott offers an astonishing vision of how women can resist the control of manipulative 
men by performing their way out of toxic relationships. Yet this vision is as impractical 
as it is radical: when Phillip finally – though accidentally – kills Rosamond, Love Chase 
implies that even an ambitious, resourceful woman cannot achieve true liberty once she 
has been legally or emotionally bound to a man. At the same time, the text’s subplot 
featuring Phillip’s first wife Marion offers an alternative version of Rosamond’s tale. 
After many years of enduring Phillip’s neglect, Marion finally achieves a limited but 
significant form of control over her husband by using his eagerness to divorce her and 
marry Rosamond as an opportunity to bargain successfully for full custody of their son. 																																																								
104 Sibyl, the heroine of Alcott’s “A Whisper in the Dark” (1863), also closely resembles 
the heroines of British Female Gothic novels. Keyser has discussed how this tale 
rework’s Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre (1847) in Chapter 1 of Whispers in the Dark 
(1993). And, as Doyle notes, Alcott also sets both Love Chase and Mephistopheles – 
along with many of her other “blood-and-thunder” tales – in various locations in Europe 
to hearken back to these genre-defining British Gothic novels (51). 
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The power she achieves through this act would have resonated with mid-nineteenth-
century readers following the passage of new laws that rethought the tradition of 
coverture and provided both married and divorced women with limited rights, including 
child custody.105 In the following sections of this chapter, I examine how Love Chase 
depicts both Rosamond and Marion as female characters with desires we recognize as 
feminine according to both gendered and generic conventions – to experience affection, 
to exercise maternal care – but, simultaneously, structures those desires through the 
implicitly masculine narrative pattern of assertive and individualistic Faustian ambition. 
Through this clever blending of gender and genre, Alcott’s tales intimate that anyone can 
be Faust-like depending on how the society in which they live judges both what they 
want and how they pursue it.  
 
II. Rosamond Varian: America’s First Female Faust  
 
 
 Love Chase wastes no time in characterizing Rosamond as a female Faust figure, 
as the narrative opens with her brash declaration that “‘I’d gladly sell my soul to Satan 
for a year of freedom’” (LC 1). By introducing its heroine with these “impetuous” words 
(LC 1), the text “prefigures a type of rebellious independence that will have to wait 
another hundred years to be widely expressed” (Hedges 100). I would add that Love 
Chase seems remarkably modern not only because it presciently envisions female 																																																								
105 In Chapter 7 of Governing the Hearth (1985), Michael Grossberg documents a shift 
the adjudication of parental custody rights during the nineteenth century: although 
“[p]rerepublican Anglo-American law granted fathers an almost unlimited right to the 
custody of their minor legitimate children” (235), the development of “republican 
sentiments toward the family” led to “the use of child nurture to circumscribe paternal 
custody rights and expand maternal ones” (237). 
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independence but also because it unflinchingly portrays the physical and psychological 
consequences of a particular kind of independence – that sought by women from violent 
and controlling men. In a New York Times review that appeared shortly after this text was 
finally published, Stephen King notes the striking similarities between Rosamond’s 
experiences and those of his protagonist in Rose Madder (1995), a domestic abuse 
survivor. Alcott’s vivid depiction of Rosamond’s struggles, it seems, not only looks back 
to the trials of heroines in canonical Gothic novels but also anticipates the experiences of 
female characters in twentieth- and twenty-first century thrillers. Yet whereas King’s 
protagonist ultimately vanquishes her abuser with supernatural assistance, Alcott’s 
Rosamond does not fare so well. As Love Chase critically revises the Faust legend and 
blends it with Female Gothic plot conventions, it cultivates significant sympathy for 
women who find themselves bound to abusive men and celebrates such women’s 
determination and resiliency as they strive to break free from these ties. At the same time, 
it emphasizes the profoundly limited options that women in Alcott’s era were faced with 
when they tried to leave such harmful relationships.  
 Once Love Chase’s opening words have cast Rosamond as a Faust figure, the text 
elaborates on this characterization by demonstrating her intellectual curiosity and fierce 
determination to achieve her goals. During her first conversation with Phillip, we learn 
that she reads extensively and is an accomplished musician. Despite the fact that “her 
isolated life had deprived [her] of the polish of society,” she keeps pace with Phillip’s 
repartee easily, offering “rather piquant replies” to his “unusual questions” (LC 4). In a 
moment that testifies to the text’s self-reflexivity, Phillip asks Rosamond if her isolation 
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has led her to contemplate suicide as Tennyson’s Mariana does.106 Rosamond responds 
by refusing to be cast in the familiar role of the despairing woman whose will to live is 
tied to her love for a man. “‘No, I never wish that,’” she confidently replies. “‘I don’t 
intend to die till I’ve enjoyed my life’” (LC 4). We later learn that Rosamond does hope 
to experience heterosexual romance, but when she tells Phillip that she “‘hope[s] to be 
free as air, to see the world, to know what ease and pleasure are, to have many friends 
and to be dearly loved’” (LC 5), we see that she does not prioritize love over her other 
desires that do not depend on finding an intimate partner. And although Phillip “regard[s] 
her with …indolent amusement” as she articulates these goals, he also feels genuine 
“surprise and interest as the girl talked with a spirit and freedom” that reveals the 
“intensity” of her “ardent nature” as well as “unconscious hints… of power, pride and 
passion” (LC 3-4).  
Yet even as Rosamond expresses her desires openly and confidently, Love Chase 
intimates that they are more limited in scope than those of Goethe’s Faust and are 
inspired by unique aspects of her life experience. When Faust tells Mephistopheles that 
“‘what to all of mankind is apportioned / I mean to savor in my own self’s core’” (1770-
1), we see that he seeks knowledge and power beyond what is ordinarily allotted to a 
single individual. Moreover, he remarks that his ambitions have grown out of a lifetime 
in which he has already “pursued… philosophy, / Jurisprudence, and medicine” but failed 
to become “wiser than [he] was before” (355-9). By contrast, Rosamond “‘want[s] to try 																																																								
106 Tennyson’s poem takes its subject from the experiences of Mariana in William 
Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure. However, unlike Shakespeare’s play, the poem 
ends before she reunites with her lover and thus focuses on her despair in his absence.  
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every pleasure’” (LC 4), but she does not seek to enjoy them at the expense of what is 
“apportioned” to the rest of “mankind” as Faust does. In addition, she hopes to 
experiment with different forms of pleasure not because she has already had a variety of 
life experiences and found them unsatisfying, but rather because she has had virtually no 
opportunity to experience any aspect of life beyond the walls of her grandfather’s home. 
“‘I don’t understand how one can ever tire of pleasure,’” she admits. “‘I’ve had so little I 
know I should enjoy it very much, and I can imagine nothing so delightful as to have 
entire liberty’” (LC 4). Whereas Faust implies that its protagonist is driven by an inherent 
need to perpetually augment his knowledge, Love Chase emphasizes that Rosamond’s 
desires derive from her frustrations as a “‘a girl, young, penniless and alone’” (LC 2) 
under the absolute control of an older male relative. This transformation of the Faust 
legend allows the text to cultivate empathy for Rosamond by showing how comparatively 
modest her desires are in relation to Faust’s more expansive goals. At the same time, it 
does not shy away from acknowledging that one of the primary forms of “liberty” 
Rosamond seeks is the freedom to enjoy sensual, worldly pleasures – a freedom that 
conventionally gendered narratives do not typically afford to young, unmarried women.  
 By revealing how Rosamond’s stifled upbringing has made her desperate for both 
pleasure and freedom, Love Chase also aligns its protagonist with traditional Female 
Gothic heroines and showcases the naivety that results from her sheltered upbringing. 
The orphaned Rosamond, we learn, will one day inherit her maternal aunt’s fortune; for 
that reason her paternal grandfather, whose own fortune has dwindled after a lifetime of 
dissipation, “‘keeps a hold on [her]’” (LC 8) without showing her any affection. Although 
 	
123 
she has managed to educate herself to an extent by reading among her grandfather’s 
books, the text hints that reading mostly “‘romances’” (LC 8) has skewed her perception 
and predisposed her to fall victim to a charismatic villain like Phillip: “‘In the books I 
read,’” she confides, “‘the sinners are always more interesting than the saints’” (LC 5). 
As a result of her loveless childhood and limited education, Rosamond welcomes Phillip 
as a rare visitor and eagerly shares the details of her life with him. Phillip, however, finds 
listening to her “innocent confessions” (LC 5) to be a “simple” (LC 4) pleasure; because 
he has “grown hard with years of selfishness,” he views her disclosures “as he would 
have done a lovely flower, an exciting book, a passionate song” (LC 5). These insights 
into Phillip’s mind reveal how dangerous it is for Rosamond to trust him with such 
intimate knowledge when he regards her merely as a source of entertainment and 
distraction.  
The bemused but intense interest with which Phillip regards Rosamond recalls the 
initial interaction between Sibella Valmont and her friend Caroline Ashburn in Eliza 
Fenwick’s Secresy (1795). Like Rosamond, Sibella is an orphan whose existence has 
been one of “extraordinary seclusion” and complete “dependence” on the peculiar 
educational “systems” (55) of an uncle who seeks to secure possession of the fortune she 
will inherit.107 Caroline’s initial assessment of Sibella’s personality resembles Phillip’s 
first impression of Rosamond, as Caroline remarks that “[t]here was something wild in 
your air; your language was simple and concise, yet delivered with an impressive 																																																								
107 In Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), the heroine Emily is similarly 
isolated in the novel’s titular castle by Montoni, her uncle-by-marriage who is eager to 
secure control of the fortune she inherited from her father.  
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eloquence; and I thought you altogether a phenomenon” (54). And, like Phillip, Caroline 
finds herself drawn to this “strange unformed child” (55) and eager to “develope [her] 
character” (56), first by observing her during her visit to Valmont Castle and then by 
learning more about Sibella’s “unrestrained emotions” (56) through their correspondence. 
Yet Caroline also shares intimate details of her own inner life with Sibella and treats her 
as an equal; by contrast, Phillip remains strategically aloof from Rosamond. He tells her 
that the story of his youth “‘would not interest [her]” (LC 4), and when she asks about the 
scar on his forehead, he “betray[s] no emotion” (LC 7) and provides her with a vague 
answer. This lack of reciprocal intimacy during their first encounter foreshadows the 
increasingly unequal terms of their relationship as it develops throughout the text.  
 Indeed, Love Chase makes it clear that the “ruthless” and “inscrutable” (LC 6) 
Phillip wields an almost supernatural power over Rosamond by dwelling on the 
Mephistophelean aspects of his character.108 With a lack of subtlety characteristic of 
Alcott’s “blood-and-thunder” tales, Phillip enters the narrative mere moments after 
Rosamond declares that she would make a deal with the devil to secure her freedom. 
When he appears, Rosamond’s grandfather dryly remarks, “‘Speak of Satan and he 
appears’” (LC 2). As if this comment did not make the association obvious, Rosamond 
notes the physical resemblance Phillip bears to “a portrait of Mephistopheles” (LC 3) that 
hangs in her grandfather’s hallway. At the same time, Love Chase does not portray 																																																								
108 The text does suggest that Phillip is also a Faust figure and that Rosamond is his 
Margaret. Shortly after he has won Rosamond from her grandfather, he looks at the 
portrait of Mephistopheles and remarks, “Poor little Margaret, no hope for you when 
Faust and Mephistopheles are one’” (LC 25). As their relationship unfolds, however, it 
becomes clear that Rosamond possesses far more agency than Goethe’s Margaret. 
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Phillip as uniformly evil or as directly in league with Satan, as Goethe’s Faust depicts 
Mephistopheles; instead, it stresses that he poses a uniquely human but no less dangerous 
threat to Rosamond. Whereas her experiences have been confined within the walls of her 
grandfather’s home, Phillip has led “‘the life of the Wandering Jew’” (LC 7) and enjoyed 
many of the material pleasures that Rosamond desires. When he describes his adventures, 
the text registers how alluring Rosamond finds them – and him – using strong sensory 
language: the details of his “‘delicious life’” onboard his ship the Circe fill her with 
“breathless interest” as she “drink[s] in every word” (LC 6) he speaks. Phillip himself 
quickly becomes the object of Rosamond’s desire – a fact that distinguishes her from 
Goethe’s Faust, who uses his deal with Mephistopheles as a means to gain sexual access 
to another. Moreover, his good looks and luxurious lifestyle lead Rosamond to cast him 
as a character in one of the romances she loves to read. In another moment that belies the 
text’s metafictionality, she confesses, “‘When I saw you standing in the doorway last 
night I was glad and welcomed you as the captive ladies used to welcome the brave 
knights who came to free them. You will try to free me, won’t you?’” (LC 20)109  
Yet while Rosamond eagerly casts Phillip as the hero of her life’s narrative, Love 
Chase itself positions him in a different role: that of an unusually powerful Gothic villain 
who poses a significant physical and psychological threat to her. The morning after 																																																								
109 Among many others, Cathy Davidson has examined how, at the turn into the 
nineteenth century, reading novels was routinely cast as an activity that rendered young 
women vulnerable to seduction: “To control female minds and feminine sexuality, the 
novel—its early critics would unanimously agree—had to be kept out of the wrong 
hands” (Revolution 111). The genre-defining Gothic novels written that inspired Love 
Chase – and the ones Rosamond herself has likely been reading – were among those that 
were most enthusiastically condemned for their immorality.  
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Phillip arrives, Rosamond demonstrates her bravery and agility by walking along the 
railing that runs around the roof of her grandfather’s home. Phillip tells her it is “‘a feat to 
be proud of,’” but then quickly asserts his physical power over her when he “suddenly… 
[takes] her by the waist and set[s] her down inside the parapet” (LC 12). Although 
Rosamond at first turns “scarlet with surprise and anger” when he violates her personal 
space, she subsequently feels “rather afraid of him” as he chastises her for her 
“‘disobedience’” and “‘folly’” (LC 12). His words lead her to question herself even 
though that she has performed this feat many times before: 
He spoke in a masterful way which subdued the girl’s willful spirit and 
she sat down on the stone seat to which he pointed, heartily ashamed of 
her freak and its consequences. 
“It was my fault,” she said with an air of mingled dignity and humility. “If 
I behave like a child I must expect to be treated like one. I’ll try to be a 
woman and then perhaps I shall receive the respect which is due a woman, 
according to the books.” (LC 12) 
 
Rosamond’s words here ironically underscore the limited nature of the “respect” women 
receive for behaving according to conventionally gendered standards that require them to 
obey and defer to men. In addition, this scene serves as an early example of how easily 
Phillip asserts his physical dominance over Rosamond as well as how effectively he 
manipulates her thoughts and emotions: Rosamond is not merely humbled by his 
remonstrance but also “heartily ashamed” of herself for performing an action that has 
previously brought her pleasure.  
In this encounter, Alcott also augments the tension we typically see between 
villain and heroine in Female Gothic texts. In The Mysteries of Udolpho, for example, 
Montoni threatens Emily with “‘a punishment which you think not of’” (394) but does 
 	
127 
not finally specify what he means to do to her and never enacts the vague punishment to 
which he alludes. In addition, Montoni’s threats do not lead Emily to feel ashamed but 
rather strengthen her resolve to resist his demands. In Love Chase, by contrast, Phillip 
first boldly seizes control of Rosamond’s body and then reinforces this act of physical 
domination by insisting that his will is superior to hers as well. Nevertheless, Rosamond 
doe not immediately recognize that he is really the villain in her story; because of her 
novel reading, she casts her grandfather in that role instead.110 Keenly aware that he 
presents an appealing contrast to the “weird, withered old man” (LC 1) with whom she 
lives, Phillip turns genre conventions to his advantage. When Rosamond learns that he 
has literally purchased her from her grandfather during a night of gambling, he makes 
this “ungracious fact… bearable” by reframing it as part of a familiar narrative in which 
he plays the hero’s part: “‘I ransomed you as knights did captive damsels in the romances 
you love, and now shall you leave the lonely island, the stern wizard and the sad life 
behind you forever’” (LC 27). As the “inexperienced” and “tenderhearted” (LC 27) 
Rosamond willingly accepts this version of events, the text thus implies that, “as a novel 
reader,” she is “precisely the sort of prey vulnerable to Mephistopheles” (Blackford 22). 
By emphasizing how Rosamond’s inexperience leads her to accept the romantic 
narrative Phillip weaves, however, Love Chase actually distinguishes Rosamond from 
traditional Gothic heroines and realigns her with Faust by casting her relationship with 																																																								
110 As I discuss in more detail in Chapter 3 on Howe’s The Hermaphrodite, the central 
villain in traditional Female Gothic texts is typically a financially or socially unstable 
relative of the heroine’s who seeks to control her in order to bolster his fortune and rank 
and, by extension, to reaffirm his masculinity. Rosamond’s grandfather Vivian Varian fits 
this description: according to Phillip, “‘[r]iotous living brought ruin and sickness’” to him 
“‘and now in his old age he is helpless and poor’” (LC 27). 
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Phillip as a Faustian pact to which she agrees without realizing the consequences. In 
Radcliffe’s The Italian (1797), Ellena hesitates when she has the opportunity to escape 
from the convent in which she has been imprisoned in the company of her suitor Vivaldi 
because “[p]ride, delicacy, [and] good sense …warn her against the conduct so 
humiliating and vexatious in its consequences” (122). Even if Vivaldi were to marry her 
immediately after their escape, she still intuits “as an ultra-modest eighteenth-century 
heroine” that “[i]f she tries to marry a higher-born man without his family’s permission, 
…the unauthorized marriage will suffice to trigger her defamation” (Shapira 470). 
Rosamond, however, does not hesitate to leave her grandfather’s home in Phillip’s 
company and does not reflect on the implications of doing so. Instead, she seems eager to 
find the easiest way to gain her freedom regardless of its effects on her reputation. When 
she asks Phillip what she “‘can do to earn [her] bread’” (LC 19), she rejects his first few 
suggestions because she doesn’t “‘know enough’” to be a governess, has “‘no talent’” as 
an actress, and “‘hates sewing’” (LC 19). With her refusal to consider these means of 
supporting herself, Rosamond distinguishes herself from the protagonists of Alcott’s 
domestic fiction as well as the heroines of many canonical Female Gothic novels.111 
Instead, she seems most intrigued by Phillip’s final suggestion that she would make a 																																																								
111 For example, Ellena provides the “sole support” for the aging aunt with whom she 
lives by “pass[ing] whole days in embroidering silks, which were disposed of to the nuns 
in a neighboring convent, who sold them to the Neapolitan ladies… at a very high 
advantage” (9). Although Warren argues that “[i]mplicit in Alcott’s focus on the search 
for power is the realization that the ability to earn money was in itself a source of power 
for women” (113), I contend that Rosamond does not achieve a higher sense of purpose 
through work has some of Alcott’s other heroines do. Warren herself identifies Jean Muir 
of “Behind a Mask” as a prime example; I would add Work’s Christie to the list, as she 
tries each of the jobs Rosamond initially rejects in her ongoing efforts to support herself.  
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“charming” companion to someone “‘gay… and… free’” (LC 17). She is even more 
delighted when he asks her to fill this role for him – until he makes the terms of this 
bargain clear by insisting that she must “‘pay [a] price for [her] happiness’” by living 
with him out of wedlock (LC 28).112 While we learn in the next chapter that Phillip 
appeases her by “‘calling up the minister’” he had stowed away onboard to marry them 
“‘in case [she] was rebellious’” (LC 31), this auspicious beginning to their union still 
signals Rosamond has been coerced into an agreement that will bind her in ways she does 
not yet fully foresee. Moreover, Love Chase characterizes Rosamond’s failure to 
acknowledge the danger of her situation as a striking consequence of the very lack of 
worldly experience has driven her to run away in the first place.  
Although Love Chase quickly dramatizes the consequences of Rosamond’s 
marriage to Phillip, it simultaneously emphasizes how rapidly Rosamond learns to 
question and subvert the romantic narrative in which she thought she was participating. 
Even though Phillip treats Rosamond kindly during their first year at his Mediterranean 
villa Valrosa, he demonstrates calculated cruelty toward his young ward Lito, who we 
later learn is really his son from his first marriage. After learning Lito has secretly been 
receiving letters from his mother, Phillip sends him away and refuses to tell Rosamond 
where he has gone. “‘Rose, remember one thing,’” he says. “‘I am master here, my will is 
law, and disobedience I punish without mercy’” (LC 51). Despite these ominous words, 
Rosamond determines to “watch, listen, and if possible discover where the boy had gone, 																																																								
112 Moreover, although Ellena “conceals her industry from the world,” Patricia Whiting 
notes, she still “takes a private pride in her contribution to her aunt’s household” (499). 
At the same time, however, Ellena does not “glory in the dignity of virtuous 
independence” (Radcliffe 9) as Alcott’s heroines like Jean or Christie do. 
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for it was not in her nature to submit tamely to any injustice toward herself or others” (LC 
51). Phillip’s cruelty challenges her to reevaluate the romantic narrative in which she has 
situated herself and to reconsider the limitations that it has imposed on her. “She had 
never been blind to the fact that Tempest was no saint,” the text recounts, “but like many 
another woman she hoped to save him through her love, and as time showed her more 
and more clearly the nature of the man” (LC 52).  
Once Rosamond realizes that she cannot change Phillip, she rejects her role as the 
woman who must sacrifice herself to reform her lover and determines to author an 
alternative narrative. Appropriately, the first step she takes toward gaining freedom from 
Phillip is telling a story: she pretends that she has heard him “‘moan and mutter in [his] 
sleep’” (LC 53), ostensibly signaling his unspoken guilt about Lito. Rosamond thus 
continues to cast herself in the role of a caring but naïve wife but now occupies this part 
with a newly subversive self-consciousness. Phillip responds to her false narrative exactly 
as she expects: he veils his fear that he will expose himself by labeling her report of his 
nighttime ravings as “‘melodramatic rubbish’” (LC 53) and suggesting that they sleep in 
separate bedrooms.113 Strikingly, the text signals Rosamond’s newfound agency by 
employing military language to describe the success of this cunning manipulation: “once 
in the field Rosamond was not a woman to be deceived or defeated by any adversary” 
(LC 53). With language reminiscent of Alcott’s own imagined “chain armor of 
																																																								
113 As Rosamond’s strategic performance forces Phillip to perform the role of masculine 
protector here, her behavior bears a striking resemblance to Jean Muir’s manipulation of 
Gerald Coventry. 
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propriety,” Love Chase reveals that Rosamond can subversively perform the gender and 
genre roles expected of her in order to pursue her goals without arousing suspicion.  
 To further emphasize how Rosamond deliberately rewrites her own story, Love 
Chase places her in a position similar to another Gothic heroine, Charlotte Brontë’s Jane 
Eyre; yet here again, Alcott’s strategic reconfiguration of this tale foregrounds 
Rosamond’s Faustian commitment to her goals as well as the Faustian restrictions of her 
pact with Phillip that prevent her from fully achieving them. Christine Doyle rightly 
observes that Phillip’s hasty marriage to Rosamond followed by the revelation that his 
first wife still lives closely mirror the plot of Jane Eyre, and she offers a compelling 
analysis of how Phillip’s coercive language throughout this sequence of events echoes the 
words of Edward Rochester. Despite these similarities, Doyle maintains that Love Chase 
“is not a reprise of Jane Eyre but an argument against it because… [h]er characterization 
of Phillip Tempest as Mephistopheles makes it clear that she does not believe in devils 
with hearts of gold” (60). As a reflection of this difference in Brontë and Alcott’s 
judgments of the men their heroines love, Rosamond responds to Phillip’s betrayal with 
greater gusto than even spirited Jane. After overhearing a conversation between Phillip 
and his first wife Marion, the same fierce determination that once drove Rosamond into 
Phillip’s arms now drives her beyond his reach. Without wasting any time wallowing or 
lamenting her fate, she determines to sever ties with Phillip immediately and 
permanently: “[n]ot another day or hour would she remain, no help was possible, no 
atonement could retrieve the past, no love or pity, pardon or excuse should soften the 
sharp pang of reparation for the guilty man. To go instantly and forever was her only 
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thought” (LC 65). This passage also shows Rosamond making good on an earlier promise 
she made to Phillip: if she ever discovered that he was “‘base and false,’” she vows that 
she would “‘live and forget [him]’” and not, as he suggests, “‘[g]o away and… [d]ie as 
heroines always do, tender slaves as they are’” (LC 32). Nevertheless, her love for Phillip 
endures: “in her heart yet lingered love for the hero of her early dreams…. Back to him 
she would never go, but in her lonely life still lived the sweet memory of that happy time 
when she believed in him” (LC 68). While gesture towards Rosamond’s emotional 
complexity elicits our sympathy, it also shows that she continues to yearn naïvely for the 
familiar narrative of love she learned from reading novels – a yearning that will prove 
increasingly dangerous as Phillip continues to pursue her. 
 
III. “As heroines always do”: Performing gender to resist the Faustian pact 
 
 
Despite these insights into Rosamond’s inner emotional experiences, Love Chase 
does not afford her much depth as a character; instead, the text increasingly constructs 
her identity through her varied gender performances, emphasizes them through its 
episodic plot structure in order to foreground the limitations that familiar narrative 
patterns continue to impose on her mobility and desire.114 After Phillip discovers 
Rosamond’s new life as a seamstress in Paris, she escapes from him by climbing across 
the city’s rooftops to enlist the help of a fellow seamstress named Pauline, only to be 																																																								
114 This structure would have served this end even more effectively had it been published 
in serialized form as Alcott originally intended. In this respect Love Chase also departs 
considerably from Jane Eyre in both form and characterization, as Jane’s first-person 
narration provides that text with narrative cohesion through its focus on her complex but 
consistent character development.  
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serendipitously reunited with Lito. He suggests that Rosamond could elude Phillip by 
“‘dress[ing] like a boy’” (LC 82), cutting her hair, and darkening her skin so she can 
leave the city with him disguised as a street musician – a plan to which she quickly 
agrees. Although she is “too shy and feminine at first” to play the part of a boy 
convincingly, Lito instructs her “to take a larger stride, to look boldly up and swing her 
arms, now modestly folded” (LC 82). With “‘practice’” she soon “[feels] at ease” and 
finds that she “‘like[s] it;’” as she tells Lito,  “‘if I were a boy I’d roam the world over, 
happy with my pipe, my freedom and my little friend’” (LC 83-4). Indeed, Rosamond 
finds performing a male role to be so liberating that “she decide[s] not to change but to 
go on to Amiens in her new costume” (LC 84). She then leaves Lito to go in search of his 
mother and swaps her male disguise for nun’s robes to enter the convent of St. 
Annunciata. Unfortunately, the respite Rosamond finds at the convent is short-lived, for 
Phillip discovers her again and forces her to search for yet another refuge, this time as the 
companion to Natalie De Luneville, the invalid daughter of a French Comte. Love Chase 
thus dramatizes a painful irony: although Rosamond gains some of what she wants from 
her Faustian pact, including the opportunity to “‘see the world’” (LC 5), she does so only 
due to Phillip’s relentless pursuit, and her ultimate goal of freedom is never achieved. 
Although Rosamond “enjoy[s] her freedom… heartily” (LC 84) while performing 
a male role, she surprisingly does not maintain it for long or adopt other male disguises as 
she continues to elude Phillip. This choice is all the more striking because her disguise as 
a racially ambiguous male street musician is the only one that Phillip does not eventually 
discover, presumably because this disguise so thoroughly reconfigures the familiar race, 
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gender, and class markers he uses to identify her.115 By contrast, Rosamond’s subsequent 
disguises as a nun and a traveling companion do not fundamentally alter her identity as a 
well-to-do white woman – nor do they provide her with opportunities to fully remove 
herself from the familiar social roles and generic narratives into which such women are 
typically positioned. Indeed, Rosamond’s increasingly limited creativity with her 
disguises seems at least partly due to the fact that she refuses to let go of one of the most 
pervasive narratives into which nineteenth-century middle- and upper-class white women 
were situated: the narrative that a “true” woman is one who remains sexually chaste until 
she loses her virginity to her lawfully wedded husband on her wedding night.116 Viewing 
her own experience through this lens, Rosamond continues to feel “‘shame and sorrow’” 
about her bigamous affair with Phillip, even as she maintains that she is “‘innocently 
guilty’” (LC 71) because she did not know he was married when the affair began. Her 
enduring contrition sharply distinguishes her from Faust, who is not humbled by his 
sexual misdeeds with Margaret; it does, however, align her with other seduced and 																																																								
115 This disguise recalls Capitola’s disguise as a newspaper boy, as I have discussed in 
Chapter 1. 
 
116 As described by Welter (1966), sexual purity until marriage (followed by sexual 
fidelity within marriage) was one of the four central tenets of True Womanhood, an ideal 
promoted in women’s conduct manuals, popular magazines, and fiction during the middle 
of the nineteenth century. It bears mentioning that Rosamond fails to demonstrate the 
other three tenets – piety, submissiveness, and domesticity – as well. Building on 
Welter’s work, Cott (1978) has noted that nineteenth-century women were also supposed 
to demonstrate “passionlessness,” an ideal informed by the belief that “their sexual 
appetites contributed a very minor part (if any at all) to their motivations” (220). As 
previously discussed, because Love Chase so vividly depicts Rosamond’s attraction to 
Phillip when they first meet, it seems that she is at least partly motivated by sexual desire 
to leave her grandfather’s home as Phillip’s companion. For this reason, her desire to 
repent may be shaped not only by her discovery that she has committed bigamy but also 
by her sense that she must atone for giving license to her sexual urges in the first place. 
 	
135 
betrayed heroines like Sibella in Fenwick’s Secresy or Eliza Wharton in Hannah Webster 
Foster’s The Coquette (1796). Because of her heavy conscience, Rosamond becomes less 
eager to pursue the freedom for which she once yearned so intensely and instead seeks 
only to “‘make the future one long penance’” (LC 76) for this transgression. Part of this 
penance, I suggest, involves limiting her gender performances so that they do not lead to 
further transgressions of conventional women’s roles that will augment her sense of guilt. 
Even as she strives to write a different type of story for herself by performing alternative 
identities, the scope of any narrative she crafts remains fundamentally limited because 
“she deploys all her ingenuity to rescue what amounts to a very traditional notion of a 
woman’s ‘honor’” (Hedges 97).  
To emphasize the limited scope of Rosamond’s narrative, the text intimates that 
the more feminine disguises she adopts are ultimately ineffective in thwarting Phillip’s 
machinations, not only because they are easier for him to discover but also because they 
place her in situations where she must rely on other men rather than her own abilities. 
Although Rosamond also adopts her male disguise at Lito’s suggestion and travels in his 
company, she does not depend on him for protection. Instead, the text presents them as 
equals, noting that they both carry weapons and agree to “‘fight for liberty and sell it 
dearly if need be’” (LC 83). Once they part ways and Rosamond assumes her disguise as 
a nun, however, she finds that this new role makes her dependent upon the two priests at 
the convent. While she remains apprehensive about the intentions of the younger, Father 
Ignatius, who “haunt[s] her like a shadow” (LC 88), she gratefully accepts the “paternal 
care” (LC 91) that the elder, Father Dominic, offers her – until she discovers his 
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benevolence is merely a performance intended to lull her into a false sense of security. 
Seeking his counsel one evening in the convent’s confessional, Rosamond discovers that 
the priest has switched places with Phillip, who identifies Father Dominic as his 
“‘complaisant old friend… who is open to bribery and a most obliging old rascal’” (LC 
94). After Rosamond manages to escape from the convent with Father Ignatius’s help, the 
new role she assumes as Natalie De Luneville’s companion places her in a position of 
even greater dependence when Natalie’s father the Comte falls in love with her. 
Rosamond initially responds to his marriage proposal with uncertainty, but after he 
reveals that he knows about her past sexual transgressions and still wants to marry her, 
she acquiesces.  
The text implies that Rosamond makes this choice because she views this 
marriage as both a source of protection from Phillip and an opportunity to repent for her 
relationship with him, this time as a devoted (and lawful) wife instead of a selfless nun. 
As she tells the Comte, “‘I have suffered much, I think I can never love again, but if this 
daughterly regard contents you, take it and let me live for you’” (LC 104). The Comte’s 
response, however, indicates that she might not be as safe as she thinks: “‘This hand is 
mine,’” he proclaims, “‘and I claim it now, the heart I will win hereafter’” (LC 105). As 
the Comte “claims” Rosamond’s hand in marriage and insists that he will eventually 
persuade her to love him, the text intimates that his love is ultimately self-interested and 
possessive, differing in degree but not in kind from Phillip’s passion.117 The text confirms 																																																								
117 Indeed, Phillip uses identical language in a letter to Rosamond a few chapters later: “I 
am forced to be in England, for the divorce is passing through its last forms. Soon I shall 
be all your own and then I claim you” (LC 125). 
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the Comte’s selfishness when he meets Phillip and believes his false story that Rosamond 
is a madwoman who has run away from their lawful marriage. Because the Comte’s first 
wife succumbed to madness, he possesses “an intense fear of insanity” and so decides “to 
relinquish all hope of Rosamond and save his name from any stain, his daughter from any 
harm” (LC 119). As the Comte unquestioningly accepts Phillip’s false narrative of 
Rosamond’s life over her own, Love Chase indicates that even well-intentioned men 
rarely acknowledge a woman’s right to tell her own story, particularly when that story 
differs from familiar narratives used to control and limit them.  
 
Love Chase contrasts the men who fail to help Rosamond and confine her to 
familiar narratives with women who help her more effectively, albeit temporarily; 
moreover, the text depicts these female characters as potential role models for Rosamond 
because they have shaped their own life stories according to alternative narratives of 
independence and happiness outside of heterosexual marriage. Although these women are 
mostly minor characters, the text emphasizes one key quality that they share: each one is 
motivated to help Rosamond because she overcame her own past difficulties with help 
from others. When Rosamond crashes through her seamstress friend Pauline’s window 
after climbing across the Parisian rooftops, Pauline responds to her plea for help 
compassionately: “‘My poor child confide in me, I am at your service soul and body. I 
too have had dangers and been helped in my need’” (LC 73). She then turns to one of her 
clients, an actress named Honorine, for additional aid. Like Pauline, Honorine 
immediately pledges to assist Rosamond based on a shared sense of suffering: “‘Tell me 
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all that afflicts you and let me help you as I have been helped in times past’” (LC 76). 
Honorine goes on to ask Rosamond to travel with her to Berlin as her companion, 
insisting that “‘when you have seen the gay yet innocent life I lead, you will share it, 
…and with beauty such as yours the future may yet be a brilliant and a happy one’” (LC 
77). Honorine’s description of her lifestyle strikingly echoes the ideal life Rosamond 
once envisioned for herself with a subtle but significant difference. When she tells 
Rosamond “‘I envy no one, I am free as air, I earn my bread honestly and make success 
sweet by sharing it with the poor’” (LC 78), we see that her willingness to support herself 
through work provides her with a more sustainable kind of freedom than Rosamond was 
able to achieve by refusing to earn an independent living and instead allowing the scope 
of her freedom to be determined by a man.118 This contrast in Rosamond and Honorine’s 
visions of freedom once again reminds readers that “Rosamond’s mistake is… that she 
has read novels, and they make her equate freedom with romance” (Blackford 25).  
Despite this chance to change the course of her narrative by looking to Honorine 
as a role model, however, Rosamond rejects the opportunity because she still feels the 
burden of Phillip’s betrayal and her own naïve complicity in their shared transgression. 
When she insists that “‘happiness is impossible with such a memory as this to poison all 
my life’” (LC 76), her words reaffirm the difficulty she has imagining her place in a 
narrative that does not include a male love interest, even a disloyal and violent one. At 
the same time, as Rosamond tells Honorine that she seeks “‘a safe and quiet place to hide 																																																								
118 At the same time, Honorine’s comfortable life and charitable impulses contrast 
strikingly with Alcott’s characterization of Jean Muir, another actress whose experiences 
have hardened her and taught her to value other people only for what she can get from 
them. 
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in, where I may work and wait till God sees fit to end the life that is now a burden to 
me’” (LC 76), the text makes it clear that she does not want to end her life prematurely. 
The text reinforces this point a few chapters later when Rosamond encounters the corpse 
of a woman who has drowned herself in a river. The body bears a note describing the 
woman’s reasons for taking her life: “I pray that whoever finds the body of one driven to 
her death by a great wrong, will bury it decently wherever it may be found, for I have no 
home, or friends, and pray for the soul of Madelaine Constant” (LC 84, emphasis 
original). These words align Madelaine with Rosamond as a “sister sufferer whose 
sorrow had been greater and whose soul less strong” (LC 84), as does Rosamond’s 
subsequent decision to replace Madelaine’s note with one bearing her own name, faking 
her death in the hopes that it will throw Phillip off her trail.119 At the same time, as 
Madelaine’s note emphasizes that she was driven to this fate due to her lack of supportive 
family and friends, it foreshadows Rosamond’s own increasing struggles, both to find 
allies that will support her unconditionally and to craft a narrative for herself that does 
not tend toward a similarly tragic end.120  																																																								
119 Here Rosamond turns genre conventions to her advantage once again: given Phillip’s 
previously stated belief that she will “‘[g]o away and… [d]ie as heroines always do’” (LC 
32) when their lovers betray them, this plan successfully deceives him. As he tells her 
when he confronts her at the convent, “‘I left you in the churchyard at Versailles and 
went away to mourn you for six long months’” (LC 94) before he discovers that she is 
still alive. 
  
120 Recent scholarship has argued that many of Alcott’s texts, particularly Little Women 
and Work, emphasize the value of women’s bonds as empowering alternatives to 
heterosexual marriage. In Labor Pains (2004), for example, Maibor observes that the 
protagonist Christie is “surrounded by an interracial, multi-generational, and multi-class 
community of women” at the end of the novel, circumstances that emphasize “the 
importance of community in supporting and validating the self” (xxiv). Significantly, 
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 In Love Chase’s final chapters, Rosamond develops relationships with two 
characters that emblematize the increasingly urgent choice she must make between 
adhering to a familiar narrative of romantic heterosexual love and crafting an alternative 
narrative of female independence. The first is Father Ignatius, the young priest at the 
convent who helps Rosamond escape and secures her position as Natalie De Luneville’s 
companion; later, he makes it his personal responsibility to protect Rosamond from 
Phillip, motivated by an intense but chaste love that she grows to reciprocate. Love Chase 
at first implies that Ignatius’s love for Rosamond is more disinterested than Phillip’s or 
the Comte’s: when he begs her to resist the temptation to return to Phillip, Rosamond 
reflects that “the example of this man who asked nothing for himself and was as true to 
his own soul as he would have her to hers, touched and inspired her with a brave desire to 
be worthy of respect, to emulate his virtue” (LC 99). Simultaneously, however, the text 
repeatedly aligns Ignatius and Phillip. Ignatius’s relentless surveillance of Rosamond at 
the convent resembles Phillip’s constant scrutiny of her at Valrosa, even though we 
subsequently learn that Ignatius “watch[ed] over her with a silent vigilance” (LC 88) to 
protect her from the plan Phillip and Father Dominic concocted to ensnare her. Later, 
after Ignatius has rescued Rosamond from Phillip by throwing him over a shallow cliff 
and temporarily disabling him, he tells her: “‘I traced you here and have haunted the 
place trying to see or give you a hint of my presence. Many times have I followed you in 
disguise as you walked or drove, and once actually passed the gate as a beggar, but you 																																																																																																																																																																					
however, female bonds are not enough to protect or save Rosamond, even if they are 
presented as better alternatives to any relationship that they might form with men. 
Bannett (2007) makes a similar argument about the presentation of female friendships as 
appealing but ultimately unsustainable alternatives to heterosexual love in Mood.  
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were so well guarded I could do nothing, so waited for chance to help me’” (LC 139). 
These actions, though inspired by ostensibly noble intentions, still closely parallel Phillip 
and Baptiste’s efforts to pursue Rosamond in disguise.  
By characterizing Phillip and Ignatius as uncannily similar figures, Love Chase 
implies that even Ignatius’s purer love constitutes a danger for Rosamond because it 
encourages her to buy into romantic narratives that limit her autonomy. Moreover, the 
text intimates that male characters similarly envision themselves playing only a limited 
set of roles in relation to women, even when they seek to help them.121 The text 
accentuates this danger by displaying Rosamond’s eagerness to cast Ignatius as a hero in 
such a narrative. After Ignatius displays “manly strength and skill” (LC 99) as he swims 
across a river to secure a boat in which she can escape from the convent, Rosamond tells 
him, “‘You should have been a knight and not a monk’” (LC 100). She later learns details 
about Ignatius’s past that conveniently feed into this perception of him: 
“Bayard Condé was the name I bore before I became a monk.” 
“A brave and noble name! I remember hearing my grandfather read with 
admiration of a young Duc de Condé who led the gallant students in the 
last revolution. He was my hero and I longed to know what became of 
him. Was it any relative of yours? …Tell me about him that my romance 
may be complete. There was something about a lovely girl whom he 
adored and whose coldness drove him so recklessly into danger. Did he 
marry Léonie and enjoy the happiness he deserved?” 
“No, he disappeared and never wooed or fought again.” 
Something in his tone made Rosamond start up, exclaiming with mingled 
wonder, joy and reverence, “Ignatius, it was you! I know it now, I am so 
proud, so glad to find my hero is my friend.” (LC 142) 
 																																																								
121 In this respect, Love Chase closely resembles The Hidden Hand; as I have discussed in 
Chapter 1, this text includes multiple male characters that seek to treat women with 
respect and compassion but still struggle to view them as capable of protecting 
themselves. 
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As Rosamond rapturously positions Ignatius as her “hero” in a “romance,” Love Chase 
reminds readers of the earlier moment in which Rosamond cast Phillip in an identical 
role.122 Although she has played a variety of other parts between her encounters with the 
two men, these parallel scenes reveal that, even after all this time, she still cannot imagine 
an enduring place for herself outside of the narratives of heterosexual romance she 
learned in her childhood. 
Love Chase foregrounds Rosamond’s dependence on such narratives as she 
increasingly allows Ignatius not only to determine the course of her future but also to tell 
her story; eventually, the text reveals that this dependence on men and the narratives they 
construct for her precipitates her demise. Much like his constant surveillance of 
Rosamond, the text casts Ignatius’s manipulation of her life story as seemingly 
benevolent but ultimately as dangerous as Phillip’s more devious attempts to do the same. 
After Ignatius learns of the Comte’s love for Rosamond, he writes a letter advising the 
Comte to marry Rosamond despite her past sexual transgressions. When Rosamond reads 
this letter, she is touched by the way in which Ignatius “tell[s] her story in the truest yet 
the kindest language. Giving her no blame but dwelling eloquently on her innocence and 
ignorance, the courage with which she had shunned temptation, and the penitence by 
which she had striven to atone for her unconscious offense [sic]” (LC 104).123 Ignatius’s 																																																								
122 At the same time, the text makes it clear that Rosamond and Ignatius’s romantic 
narrative cannot end happily with marriage; because Ignatius is a priest, he insists that 
“‘if I cannot remain loyal to both God and her I shall renounce her and never see her face 
again’” (LC 163).  
 
123 Similarly, when Rosamond decides to seek refuge with Marion Tempest, Father 
Ignatius is the one who writes to Phillip’s first wife to “‘prepare [her], that the poor girl 
 	
143 
narrative, however, runs counter to what we have seen: Rosamond does not always resist 
temptation as courageously as he suggests. When Phillip first confronts her in the convent 
and urges her to “‘come and embrace, not ‘flee temptation,’” Rosamond momentarily 
“submit[s], for in that moment of surprise her heart turned traitor and cried out within 
her, ‘Let me be happy for a little while, then I will be wise’” (LC 93). Perhaps even more 
strikingly, when Phillip later seeks to woo Rosamond again after imprisoning her in a 
madhouse to wear down her willpower, the text makes it clear that she manages to resist 
him only by thinking of Ignatius:  
Even now she might have yielded to the subtle power of the man once so 
beloved had not another and a nobler sentiment, half unknown and wholly 
unconfessed even to herself, guarded her heart from treachery and defeat 
during that skillful siege. When most tried and tempted, most weary, weak 
and wavering, some inexplicable impulse always made her turn away, 
crying within herself to that one friend of hers, “Ignatius, help me, save 
me from myself!” (LC 134)  
 
This passage reveals that Rosamond’s best defense against Phillip is no longer the force 
of her own will but rather her love for another man.124  
																																																																																																																																																																					
may not fail to receive a cordial welcome,’” (LC 151) even though Rosamond comes up 
with the plan. When Marion recounts the contents of the letter to Lito, she notes that 
“‘[h]e thought I might have forgotten, or time perhaps changed my feeling toward her, 
and so with the most delicate kindness he tells me her hopes, her trials and virtues, 
unknown to her, making me more her friend than ever’” (LC 151). Once again, the text 
implies here that Ignatius’s words cast Rosamond in the most sympathetic light possible 
in order to ensure that Marion will be willing to accept her into her home. 
 
124 At the same time, the text frames this dependence as partially understandable given 
the lengths to which Phillip goes to wear down Rosamond’s willpower while she is in the 
madhouse: “Books were denied her, also pen or needle and she was left to brood over her 
unhappy fate. Tempest proved his wit in leaving her no employment, thus forcing her to 
think, knowing well that she could not fail to contrast her present dreary solitude with the 
gay, luxurious life which might be hers with a word” (LC 126).  
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As Rosamond’s dependence on Ignatius deepens with her love, her devotion fuels 
Phillip’s desire to reassert his dominance over her: “That Rosamond no longer loved him 
he could not doubt, and with his own unabated passion was now mingled a resentful 
desire to make her expiate her contempt by fresh humiliation of suffering” (LC 165). 
Phillip’s jealousy ultimately drives him to accidentally murder Rosamond when he 
destroys the boat she is sailing on to inherit her aunt’s fortune at her grandfather’s house, 
thinking that it was Ignatius’s boat instead. To reinforce the fatal mistake Rosamond has 
made by allowing men to control her narrative, the text’s final scene depicts Phillip and 
Ignatius in a battle over who gets to tell Rosamond’s story after her death. As they stand 
over her body, Ignatius proclaims with explicit possessiveness: “‘She is mine and you can 
never take her from me, for in time I shall rejoin her in a blessed world where such as you 
cannot enter’” (LC 173) These words differ in eloquence but not in fundamental meaning 
from Phillip’s more melodramatic declaration as he stabs himself and dies clutching 
Rosamond’s body: “‘Mine first—mine last—mine even in the grave!’” (LC 173)  
 
Before Rosamond’s narrative reaches this untimely but predictable ending, 
however, Love Chase contrasts the tragic trajectory of her tale with another potential 
narrative modeled by the second character with whom she forms a close relationship: 
Marion Tempest, Phillip’s estranged first wife. Marion’s presence in Love Chase 
constitutes another crucial way in which the text relies on Jane Eyre for its fundamentally 
Gothic plot structure but differs strategically in its characterization of key figures. Much 
as Brontë’s novel depicts Rochester’s first wife Bertha Mason as a looming specter that 
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haunts Jane during her time at Thornfield Hall, Alcott’s text first introduces Marion as a 
ghostly presence who lurks on the periphery of Rosamond’s romance with Phillip. 
Shortly before Marion enters the narrative, Rosamond is exploring the grounds of 
Valrosa when she encounters “the shadow of a woman” that looms “tall and dark along 
the sandy floor” of a small grotto (LC 59). When she questions Phillip about this 
mysterious event, he tells her that the grotto is said to be haunted by a woman who 
“‘discovered that [her lover] was false to her… and cursed Valrosa with a dreadful curse, 
prophesying that henceforth no woman should make it her home without finding before 
she left it that the bright waters were bitter, the roses full of thorns and love all a tragical 
delusion’” (LC 60). Despite this heavy foreshadowing, Marion Tempest thwarts our 
generic expectations when she actually enters the narrative. Unlike Bertha Mason, she is 
not tragically insane; instead, she is rational, articulate, and intelligent. Moreover, unlike 
the woman who haunts the grotto and “‘very foolishly continues to go weeping and 
wailing about the place for her false lover’” (LC 60), Marion has abandoned her 
duplicitous husband, carved out an independent life for herself, and returned only to 
manipulate him into giving her exactly what she wants.  
When Marion confronts Phillip the next night, Love Chase depicts her steadfast 
commitment to her singular goal to obtain full custody of Lito; as it does so, it frames her 
as another female Faust figure – one who is more successful than Rosamond because she 
is more adept at strategically performing different gender roles to maintain control of her 
own narrative. When she first arrives, Phillip attempts to establish control over their 
encounter by casting her assertiveness as insanity, telling her “‘you have been mad 
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enough to come here in spite of all my warnings’” (LC 63). Yet Marion immediately 
rejects this dismissive characterization and articulates her coolly calculated purpose “a 
clear firm tone”: “‘Phillip, I must have him. It is my right and I claim it’” (LC 63). Phillip 
counters by reminding Marion that “‘[n]o court of law will grant it to you, nor will I’”  
(LC 63).125 Nevertheless, Marion makes it clear that she will not be deterred: “‘I’ll have 
justice,’” she vows, “‘though I hunt you though the world’” (LC 63). With these words, 
Marion strategically reverses the familiar Female Gothic plot convention of the male 
villain pursuing the heroine, positioning herself as the pursuer and Phillip as the 
persecuted. Although Phillip refuses to yield to Marion’s “‘defiant spirit… [and] 
indomitable will’” (LC 64), he grudgingly treats her as an equal opponent when he 
realizes that other tactics will not work. Rather than lying to her, threatening her with 
violence, or talking to her as tough she were a child – all techniques he has used to 
control Rosamond – he instead attempts to negotiate a deal with her: 
“…Time does not soften your hatred, Marion; nor lessen my aversion to 
the chain you make me wear. Is there no desire on your part to break it and 
let me do poor Rose the only justice in my power?”  
“Would you marry her if I freed you?” 
“I think I would.” 
… “Will you give up the boy forever if I consent to the divorce?” 
“No.” 
“Then I will not give up the only hold I have upon him. The law gives me 
the power to keep you, I will until you yield the child to my sole care. The 
poor girl may be saved for a better fate than that of your wife.” (LC 64-5) 
 																																																								
125 While Phillip’s statement that does have legal precedent, it bears noting that parental 
custodial rights beginning to change at the time when Alcott was writing Love Chase. 
“By the last quarter of the nineteenth century,” Grossberg writes, “traditional paternal 
custody and guardianship rights had been superseded in America; judicial decisions and 
complementary legislation had established a new orthodoxy, maternal preference” (253).  
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This exchange reveals that Marion clearly understands her limited but still significant 
rights as a married woman and knows how to leverage them effectively.126 Even if the 
law will not grant her custody of Lito, she has other rights that she can use to control 
Phillip’s behavior in other ways, such as preventing him from legally marrying 
Rosamond. And although Marion seems eager to maintain these rights to use in future 
negotiations over Lito with Phillip, this passage suggests that she also possesses a less 
selfish desire to save Rosamond from becoming even more tightly bound to such a 
treacherous man. Indeed, Marion’s words subtly position her in yet another 
unconventional role: that of Rosamond’s unlikely champion. 
As Marion occupies a part typically played by male characters in canonical 
Gothic texts, Love Chase subverts readers’ expectations yet again to dramatize the 
gendered power dynamics that complicate the ostensibly protective relationship between 
heroes and heroines. During Marion and Phillip’s initial confrontation, she swears to 
Phillip that “‘[Rosamond] shall be saved if I work a miracle to do it’” (LC 64). When 
Rosamond overhears these words, she initially feels that “‘any woman but [Marion] may 
help and pity me’” (LC 80). After enduring Phillip’s abuse for some time, however, she 
eventually recognizes that Phillip’s first wife is her “‘safest refuge’” (LC 140), not only 
because they have been wronged by the same man but also because, as she tells Ignatius, 																																																								
126 The text later confirms Marion’s legal acumen when she describes to Rosamond how 
she has strategically manipulated Phillip: “The law gives Phillip a right to keep [Lito], 
and I had no hold upon him except so long as I remained Phillip’s wife. He desired a 
divorce but could not get one without my consent, for his infidelity was well known and 
it was for me to demand a legal separation. I would not unless he gave up the boy. That 
he refused and it was only after Lito came to me that I agreed, for my lawyer is sure of 
getting a promise from Phillip that I shall have the child should he ever appear” (LC 154). 
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“‘Phillip said once in speaking of her that he shunned her like the plague. If she consents 
to befriend me I am safe, for he will never dream of my going to my rival’” (LC 140). 
When Rosamond and Marion meet, they bond over their uncannily similar experiences 
with Phillip. Marion tells Rosamond that she was also nineteen when she met Phillip and 
describes their initial courtship as a coercive one: “‘Phillip came, made me love him and 
obtained my father’s consent to our marriage’” (LC 153). She then recounts how, after 
Phillip tricked her into believing their son had died, she decided to leave him “‘after 
bearing many slights and insults’” (LC 153), much as Rosamond did when she learned 
that he had falsified their marriage. Yet Marion also admits that she chose not to divorce 
Phillip immediately because “‘I still hoped to reform him’” (LC 153), a hope that 
Rosamond once shared. Even after Marion determined that such a reformation would be 
impossible, however, she stayed married to Phillip because “‘a new [hope] had sprung 
up’” (LC 153) – namely, the knowledge that her son might still be alive.  
Love Chase thus strategically aligns Marion and Rosamond’s experiences with 
one notable exception: unlike Rosamond, Marion is a mother. The text emphasizes that 
this identity shapes Marion’s desire to protect Rosamond: when they first meet, Marion 
tells her “in a tenderly motherly tone, ‘My child, you are very welcome. I hoped you 
would one day find me out and let me give you a safe home’” (LC 153). At the same 
time, the text frames Marion’s maternal offer to protect Rosamond as one that still 
preserves equality between them. When Rosamond insists that she is “‘not worthy of 
such kindness’” and wants only to “‘stay a little and serve you in the humblest way,’” 
Marion reminds her, “‘We have both suffered, let us comfort one another’” (LC 152). 
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The egalitarian friendship that forms between the two women contrasts sharply with the 
uneven power dynamic of the parent-child relationship that develops between Ignatius 
and Rosamond, in part to elude Phillip and in part to disguise the unspoken love they feel 
for one another. When they travel under these false identities to Marion’s home, the other 
passengers on the boat find their performance to be wholly unconvincing. “‘[I]t’s 
nonsense to say that man is her father,’” they overhear one say to another. “‘They are 
evidently newly married, that accounts for his devotion and her docility, for a girl with 
eyes like hers has a will and is not ruled by anyone but a lover’” (LC 144). These words 
imply that Rosamond and Ignatius’s love is self-evident precisely because they do not 
treat one another as equals. By contrasting Rosamond’s relationships with Marion and 
Ignatius, Love Chase reveals that heterosexual romantic passion inevitably blurs the 
boundaries between protection and possession, making it impossible for even the most 
well-intentioned hero to assist an imperiled heroine with true disinterest.127  
Love Chase goes on to dramatize how Marion empowers Rosamond to tell her 
own story through the example of her own skillful gender performance – a striking 
contrast to the subtle ways in which Ignatius exerts control over Rosamond’s narrative. 
Shortly after Rosamond seeks refuge in Marion’s home, Phillip arrives with two lawyers 
to finalize their divorce paperwork. Marion directs Rosamond to hide in a secret room 
along with Lito and calmly tells her to “‘have no fear—I can meet and foil him’” (LC 
154). Once Lito and Rosamond are safely concealed, Marion also conceals her 																																																								
127 Mephistopheles characterizes heterosexual love in a similar fashion when Felix 
proposes to Gladys, noting that he “pledged his troth… with the mistaken chivalry which 
makes many a man promise to defend a woman against all men but himself” (MM 64). 
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confidence when Phillip enters the room; as they negotiate the terms that will end their 
relationship, she strategically enacts the part of an overly sentimental mother in order to 
obtain custody of her son. Because Phillip does not know that Lito still lives and has 
already been reunited with Marion, she believes that he “‘will consider my request a 
woman’s foolish clinging to hope when hope is gone’” (LC 154). As her assumption that 
Phillip will acquiesce to her seemingly maudlin wish proves correct, the text calls 
attention to the care with which she executes a gendered performance that confirms his 
expectations:  
“You know nothing of him, Marion, to this you can swear?” asked 
Tempest, with a keen scrutiny of her pale, firm face. 
She looked him straight in the eye with well-feigned eagerness, which 
changed to sorrow a she answered with a bitter sigh and an impetuous, “I 
wish to heaven I did!”—adding to herself, “God pardon me for the lie I 
tell to save my son.” 
“So do I,” and with a momentary sadness on his hard face Tempest signed 
the promise to which he attached no importance; the lawyers witnessed it 
and Mrs. Tempest received it with a joy almost impossible to conceal. (LC 
154) 
 
Marion’s successful performance here recalls Rosamond’s manipulation of Phillip as she 
played the part of a concerned wife in order to regain some freedom at Valrosa. At the 
same time, Love Chase distinguishes Marion’s performance by emphasizing that it is 
emboldened by her knowledge of her legal rights as Phillip’s wife – a set of rights that, 
significantly, Rosamond does not have.  
For this reason, when Rosamond witnesses how Marion turns the law to her 
advantage and is inspired to do the same, the text makes clear that she cannot 
permanently thwart Phillip because, unlike Marion, she does not have legal rights that she 
can strategically wield in order to secure her independence. When Phillip discovers 
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Rosamond’s hiding place, she addresses the lawyers who have been overseeing the 
divorce negotiations and appeals to them for help. After explaining Phillip’s ongoing 
abuse of her, she concludes, “‘Surely there is some redress for me, some safety in this 
land of law and liberty. I claim entire freedom from this man’s persecution; I will hide no 
longer, here I shall remain and let him molest me at his peril’” (LC 155). This 
impassioned performance renders Phillip “speechless” as he reflects that he had “never… 
loved her so passionately as when she cast him off with womanly contempt and defiance” 
(LC 155). The lawyers are equally impressed: “truth, eloquence and fire of her recital 
thrilled even the cold hearts of the old men, made them her champions at once, and when 
she ended with an appeal to them, both heartily assured her of their protection and 
support” (LC 155). Yet the text makes it clear that it is not Rosamond’s legal rights that 
inspire them but rather her dramatic performance. In particular, the fact that both men 
feel a desire to be her “champions” subtly links this moment with the many others in 
which the text positions Rosamond as a damsel in distress and in need of a heroic male 
rescuer. Accordingly, even though the lawyers promise to assist Rosamond, their 
subsequent disappearance from the text indicates that she does not in fact have legal 
grounds for “redress” against Phillip’s “persecution.”  
The final series of events that precipitate Rosamond’s death reinforce her 
fundamental problem as a Faustian heroine: because she made a metaphorical deal with 
the devil rather than a legal contract when she first bound herself to Phillip, she can never 
remove herself from the narrative in which he is her antagonist. Love Chase momentarily 
intimates that Rosamond might be able to escape when her aunt dies and passes her 
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fortune to Rosamond; even so, the text presents this inheritance as a mixed blessing, for 
in order to claim it Rosamond must reinsert herself into narratives controlled by men. 
News of Rosamond’s windfall reaches her in a letter written by her grandfather and 
delivered by Phillip:  
A letter came from old Vivian through Tempest’s lawyer. News of the 
divorce had reached him, and he commanded Tempest to atone for the 
wrong he had done Rosamond by marrying her or he would compel him to 
so do by legal proceedings; he also added as a bait that the aunt of the girl 
was dead and the fortune passed to his granddaughter, subject to his 
control. Not knowing where Rosamond was (for all her letters had been 
suppressed by Tempest), he wrote to him for tidings of her and desired 
him to bring her home at once. (LC 165) 
 
This passage suggests that Rosamond’s prospects for achieving financial and social 
independence through her inheritance may already be circumscribed: because this fortune 
is “subject to [her grandfather’s] control,” the text presents the possibility that in order to 
inherit it Rosamond will have to acquiesce to his demand that she and Phillip marry.128 
Because Rosamond no longer desires such a union, Love Chase emphasizes that the law 
is a patriarchal institution that can only protect women in partial ways and under 
particular circumstances – a characterization that contrasts sharply with the way in which 
the law operates in canonical Gothic texts. In The Mysteries of Udolpho, Emily uses the 
law to resist Montoni’s efforts to coerce her into signing over the property she has 
inherited from her father: when Montoni tells her that “‘you have not justice on your 
side,’” she “calmly responds” that “‘I am not so ignorant, Signor, of the laws on this 																																																								
128 Grossberg notes that “a woman’s father, guardian, or master could receive damages” 
following her seduction “on the basis of the legal fiction that they were the real sufferers 
since they stood to lose her services” (45). Although it was harder for women themselves 
to successfully sue for damages in cases of seduction, some nineteenth-century courts 
began to uphold “the moral and legal right of women” (48) to do so.  
 	
153 
subject, as to be misled by the assertion of any person. The law, in the present instance, 
gives me the estates in question, and my own hand shall never betray my right’” (380-1). 
Yet as Kim Ian Michasiw notes, when Emily “discovers that individual tyranny may be 
counteracted by institutions,” she simultaneously “throws herself at the mercy of those 
institutions, a mercy on which one depends at one’s peril” (335). Fortunately, Emily gets 
what she wants by appealing to the law because it upholds patriarchal traditions like 
patrilineal inheritance that happen to benefit her. Rosamond, however, is not so lucky. 
Without legal agency, she exists as little more than a “circulated object… [that is] 
gambled away in a vicious game of patriarchal exchange” among Love Chase’s male 
characters – a status that recalls “the homosocial structure of romance novels” which 
Rosamond reads and on which Love Chase is patterned (Blackford 21).129 Despite her 
keen ambition and her innovative gender performances, neither legal nor fictional 
narratives can ultimately free her from her Faustian pact.  
 
Coda: Faustian Mothers in Love Chase and A Modern Mephistopheles 
 
 
As Rosamond’s inheritance precipitates her downfall, Love Chase once again 
critically twists the readers’ generic expectations: many canonical Gothic novels end with 
all obstacles to the heroine’s long-hoped-for inheritance being removed, but in those texts 
the heroine’s inheritance allows her not only to marry the hero but also to reclaim her 
domestic space from the villain as a reward for her moral steadfastness.130 Love Chase 
																																																								
129 Blackford’s assessment here draws on Sedgwick’s insights in Between Men (1985). 
 
 	
154 
complicates this traditional ending by requiring Rosamond to leave a domestic sanctuary 
in order to claim her inheritance from her grandfather. The text casts Marion’s home as a 
space in which Phillip has no power because of his former wife’s guardianship over its 
occupants. In a key scene in the penultimate chapter, we witness his reaction when he is 
barred from Marion’s home after delivering news of Rosamond’s inheritance: “It was an 
inexpressibly bitter moment when he stood alone in the bleak November night, shut out 
from the warmth and friendliness of the home which now held the only creatures whom 
he loved. Rose and Lito were there; neither money, treachery nor power could restore 
them to him” (LC 167-8). Once Rosamond leaves this protective domestic sphere, 
however, she becomes vulnerable to Phillip’s renewed persecution, which results in her 
abrupt death in the text’s hurried final chapter. Holly Blackford suggests that a significant 
shift in the text’s focus accounts for its rushed ending:  
After Rosamond takes shelter with Mrs. Tempest, Alcott loses interest in 
her. The shift occurs in a crucial scene in which Tempest is gazing through 
the window at his divorced wife’s reconstituted domicile. …In being 
exiled yet attracted to Mrs. Tempest’s light, …his longing to be welcomed 
unmasks him, and he metamorphoses into a polite gentleman, for a brief 
moment. There is therefore a cure for the demon Tempest, and her name is 
Mrs. Tempest. Domestic matriarchs exorcise demons, at least at home. 
(27) 
 
I would add that Love Chase also gives Marion the traditional happy ending that it denies 
Rosamond, with one key difference: although Marion’s tale ends with an affirmation of 
her power as a “domestic matriarch” with Lito under her sole care rather than Phillip’s, it 																																																																																																																																																																					
130 Cope argues that “[i]n stories in which the heroines’ access to the family estate is 
denied or obscured, her worthiness to inherit is determined, paradoxically, by her 
unwillingness to calculate value in terms of land, money, or luxury items. Ultimately, the 
heroine’s selflessness and education receptivity establish her absolute moral right to the 
property she has been denied” (5). 
 	
155 
also significantly ends with divorce rather than marriage. If “the common law turned the 
married pair legally into one person—the husband” under the “legal doctrine of marital 
unity” (Cott, Public 11) known as coverture in the era in which Alcott was writing, then 
this conclusion to Marion’s tale implies that she becomes her own person once again 
through the termination of her marriage contract.  
 Alcott’s interest in Marion’s emergence as an autonomous individual in Love 
Chase’s final chapters may explain why she chose to make an older, experienced, and 
cunning female character a more central figure in Mephistopheles, even though that text 
also features a younger, more conventional heroine. While Love Chase’s Rosamond 
relies on her physical strength, sharp wits, and deliberate gender performances to escape 
repeatedly from Phillip, Mephistopheles’ Gladys depends on her quiet work ethic, 
religious faith, and inherent morality to sustain her as she patiently endures Jasper 
Helwyze’s insidious manipulation. These qualities align Gladys more closely than 
Rosamond with Goethe’s Margaret.131 At the same time, like Rosamond, Gladys desires 																																																								
131 Indeed, in Mephistopheles more so than Love Chase, the main characters seem to play 
the four major roles in Goethe’s Faust quite explicitly and self-consciously. When Olivia 
first appears in the text, she watches Felix and Gladys begin their courtship and casts 
them in the roles of “‘Faust and Margaret, playing the old, old game;’” Jasper then 
appears by her side and positions Olivia and himself in that narrative as well, remarking 
that they are like “‘Mephistopheles and Martha looking on’” (MM 23). At the same time, 
Alcott complicates these characterizations by blurring her characters’ gender identities 
and sexual allegiances. The text casts its male Faust figure Felix as a Gothic heroine 
when the Mephistophelean Jasper asserts control over Felix’s liberty and choice of 
marriage partner in exchange for literary fame. After Felix submits and marries Gladys, 
Jasper wields increasing power over the young couple with Olivia’s help; at the same 
time, however, the text presents Olivia as a more complex figure than Goethe’s Martha as 
we witness her struggle between her enduring love for Jasper and her maternal care for 
Gladys, as I subsequently discuss. 
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“‘liberty’” (MM 43), but her vision of freedom involves working to support herself; as 
she tells Jasper in words that simultaneously echo and invert Rosamond’s words to 
Phillip, “‘I will do any thing for daily bread, if I may earn it honestly, and eat it in 
freedom’” (MM 45).132 This reliance on work as a source of independence at first binds 
Gladys to Jasper as his companion but later offers her a means to escape when she uses 
her embroidery to earn money for an independent home for herself and her husband, 
Jasper’s literary protégé Felix Canaris.133 Nevertheless, Gladys never manages to 
extricate herself from Jasper’s control or even leave his home, as Rosamond does with 
Phillip’s through her self-conscious performance of different gender roles. Although she 
does give a series of compelling performances during an evening of tableaux vivants, she 
does so only under the influence of hashish that Jasper has given her; moreover, these 
tableaux are orchestrated for Jasper and Felix’s entertainment by Olivia Surry, Jasper’s 
former lover and Gladys’s guardian. Indeed, whereas Love Chase depicts Rosamond and 
Marion as parallel characters, Mephistopheles consistently contrasts the “artless” (MM 
16) Gladys with the self-consciously artful Olivia. Introduced as a “brilliant, strong, and 
stately” “woman in the midsummer of her life” (MM 22), Olivia rivals both Rosamond 
and Marion with the strategic brilliance of her gender performances. Her virtuosity is 																																																								
132 Mephistopheles also sharply distinguishes Gladys from Rosamond by virtue of her 
reliance on God to provide her with the liberty she desires. Whereas Rosamond makes a 
deal with the Devil to secure her freedom, Gladys believes that “‘He who planted the 
longing for [liberty] here… will surely teach me how to use it’” (MM 44). 
 
133 For an analysis of Gladys as an artist figure in light of the talent she demonstrates for 
embroidery, see Chapman (1996). Strikingly, although this article examines Jasper and 
Felix’s identities as artists as well, it does not include any analysis of Olivia, despite the 
dexterity she exhibits as an actress during the tableaux vivant scene. 
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emblematized in the variety of roles she takes on during the tableaux vivant inspired by 
Tennyson’s Idylls of the King – from “fair Enid” (MM 134) to “repentant Guinevere” 
(MM 138) and even “noble” Merlin with his “flowing, hoary beard” (MM 135). 
Despite these differences between Olivia and Gladys, Mephistopheles presents the 
older woman as a potential ally to the younger; at the same time, the text undermines the 
bond they share by emphasizing that Olivia still loves Jasper and ultimately seeks to 
please him. Early in the text, Olivia plays the part of a hero and rescues Gladys from a 
relationship with an abusive older man: after the death of Gladys’s father, “‘a selfish 
tyrant,’” she is “‘left quite alone, and nearly penniless’” until Olivia decides to take her in 
because she “‘like[s] [her] courage’” and sees “‘great capacity for something fine in her’” 
(MM 25-6). After this initially benevolent act, however, Olivia jeopardizes Gladys’s 
safety by placing her under Jasper’s care because he wishes to amuse himself by 
watching Felix court her. Despite Olivia’s awareness that Jasper will “‘destroy [Gladys], 
like the rose, in finding out the secrets of its life’” (MM 29), she consents to his wish as 
she always does in an effort to repent for her past unfaithfulness. As Felix tells Gladys, 
though Olivia and Jasper once “‘loved ardently,’” Olivia abandoned him for another man 
when Jasper suffered an “‘a terrible fall’” that “‘tied him to a bed of torment for some 
years’” (MM 18).134 She quickly regrets this choice because “there was no humiliation 																																																								
134 Felix goes on to tell Gladys that “‘for ten years [Jasper] has never known a day’s rest 
from pain of some sort, and never will’” (MM 18); the text also implies that this fall has 
rendered Jasper impotent, since Olivia rejected him and took another lover after it 
occurred. In Love Chase, Phillip also bears a scar from an unspecified injury in his youth, 
although it evidently does not impact his virility. However, he does sustain another injury 
that leaves him in chronic pain after Father Ignatius throws him from a shallow cliff; this 
fall, “though it left no outward sign, had injured him, and being too impatient to take 
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[she did not suffer] at the hands of a brutal and unfaithful husband” (MM 25) – and 
although this husband left Olivia a wealthy woman upon his death, he also “‘bequeathed 
her a memory which all his gold could not gild’” (MM 19). After enduring her first 
husband’s abuse, Olivia’s “old love [for Jasper]… revived” but was met with 
“‘contempt’” and a refusal to “‘accept the tardy atonement’” (MM 19). Olivia’s lingering 
passion for Jasper thus sharply distinguishes her from Marion, who feels no attachment to 
her estranged husband. Moreover, although Jasper and Olivia are equals in intelligence 
and cunning as Phillip and Marion are, Olivia’s enduring love for Jasper drives her to use 
her skills to serve him, whereas Marion uses hers to oppose Phillip. Accordingly, the text 
describes Olivia as having “the air of a dethroned queen; conquered, but protesting 
fiercely, even while forced to submit to some inexorable decree, whose bitterest pang was 
the knowledge that the wrong was self-inflicted” (MM 22-3). Throughout 
Mephistopheles, she routinely performs her gender in ways that “submit” to Jasper’s 
whims, particularly when she flirts with Felix in order to add drama to his relationship 
with Gladys. Olivia’s desire to appease Jasper regardless of the cost to others becomes 
most apparent when he intimates that he plans to prey on Gladys while she is drugged 
and asks her to keep Felix occupied while he does so. Although Olivia initially protests, 
when he thanks her for “‘a glimpse of the old times,’” the text recounts that his “words, 
																																																																																																																																																																					
proper precautions at the time, the injury was augmented, and a constant weary pain in 
the chest wore upon him terribly” (LC 164).  
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uttered with a pressure of the hand, conquered her last scruple and she went away” (MM 
146), leaving Gladys to fall victim to Jasper.135  
In the final chapters of Mephistopheles, Olivia’s allegiance finally begins to shift 
from Jasper to Gladys; by this point, however, it is too late to save Gladys from Jasper’s 
machinations – or for Olivia to create a new narrative for herself that is not contingent on 
Jasper. Significantly, like Marion, Olivia is inspired to adopt a more protective role 
toward Gladys when she learns that the younger woman is pregnant. This discovery leads 
Olivia to recall her own identity as a mother of a “little daughter, who for a sweet, short 
year was all in all to her, and whose small grave was yearly covered with the first spring 
flowers;” reflecting on this experience, Olivia finds that “the new tie of motherhood 
bridged across all differences of age and character, made confession easy, confidence 
sweet, friendship possible” (MM 153). This new connection with Gladys triumphs over 
Olivia’s devotion to Jasper and inspires her to offer her home as a sanctuary to both 
Gladys and Felix. Yet despite this “generous and politic” (MM 154) offer, the text does 
not finally allow the young couple to escape from Jasper’s pernicious influence. After 
Gladys discovers that Jasper is the true author of the literary works that have brought 
Felix fame, she goes into premature labor, delivers a son who quickly dies, and then dies 
herself; this tragic series of events so shocks Jasper that he succumbs fully to his old 
injury and becomes paralyzed. Although Felix leaves him to seek a more honest life, 
Olivia remains as his nurse, a conventional role that subdues her considerably: “the 																																																								
135 Throughout the text Jasper expresses a desire to know the inner workings of Gladys’s 
mind and heart; he finally fulfills this desire in a scene figured as a psychological rape, in 
which he “violate[s] the sanctity” of her mind by interrogating her about her true feelings 
for him while she is under the influence of hashish (MM 146). 
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haughty queen had changed to a sad woman, wearing for her sole ornaments constancy 
and love” (MM 200). While Love Chase characterizes Marion and Rosamond’s 
“friendship” as one “which would end only with their lives” (LC 152), then, Olivia’s 
most enduring bond is the one she shares with Jasper. This final detail of Olivia’s fate not 
only differentiates her from Marion; it subtly aligns her with Rosamond, another woman 
who remains emotionally and psychologically bound to her first love until death, despite 
the fact that she did not make any legal contract with him. Although Mephistopheles 
endows Olivia with considerable beauty, confidence, intelligence, and strength, it finally 
cannot sustain a narrative where even such an unconventional heroine resists the familiar, 
Faustian constrictions of heterosexual love.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
Refusing Inheritance and Marriage in Julia Ward Howe’s The Hermaphrodite 
 
 
Introduction: “Young damsels” reading “wicked books”  
 
 
My father undertook one day to read an English translation of “Faust.” He 
presently came to me and said, — 
“My daughter, I hope that you have not read this wicked book!” 
—Julia Ward Howe, Reminiscences (1899), p. 59 
 
[The Hermaphrodite] is exactly the sort of novel that a Victorian (or any) 
father might forbid his daughter to read. 
—Mary Grant, Private Woman, Public Person: An Account of the Life of Julia 
Ward Howe From 1819-1868 (1994), p. 122 
 
 
Taking stock in her Reminiscences (1899) of a lifetime that was equal parts 
radical and conventional, Julia Ward Howe identifies reading as a subtle form of 
rebellion that she practiced from an early age.136 After completing her formal schooling at 
sixteen, she “began… to study in good earnest” (Rem 43) by utilizing the “fine library” 
(Rem 45) that her brother Samuel compiled while traveling in Europe. As she read 
voraciously among these volumes, she recalls that she “derived from these studies a sense 
of intellectual freedom so new to me that it was half delightful, half alarming” (Rem 59). 
Augmenting this pleasurably dangerous sense of freedom was the fact that she could read 
many of her brother’s books in their original languages because of the extensive tutoring 
																																																								
136 Howe also discusses her rebellious reading habits in an 1861 Atlantic Monthly essay 
on George Sand: “We knew our parents would not have us read her, if they knew. We 
knew they were right. Yet we read her at stolen hours, with waning and still entreated 
light…” (514). Gary Williams examines Sand’s influence on The Hermaphrodite in both 
“‘The Cruelest Enemy of Beauty’” and “Speaking,” pp. xi-xx in particular. 
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she received.137 Significantly, her father did not share his daughter’s linguistic adroitness, 
a point she subtly emphasizes in the passage quoted above when she notes that he read an 
English translation of Goethe’s Faust and not the original German text as she did. 
Because her multilingualism limited her father’s ability to police her enjoyment of 
“wicked books,” young Julia grew to value reading as a rare opportunity to cultivate a 
broader understanding of the world. As she recalls: 
…I greatly coveted an enlargement of intercourse with the world. …I 
lived, indeed, much in my books, and my sphere of thought was a good 
deal enlarged by the foreign literatures, German, French, and Italian, with 
which I became familiar. Yet I seemed to myself like a young damsel of 
olden time, shut up within an enchanted castle. And I must say that my 
dear father, with all his noble generosity and overweening affection, 
sometimes appeared to me as my jailer. (Rem 48-9) 
 
In this passage, Elaine Showalter suggests, Howe figures herself as “penned up and 
restricted like a princess in a fairy tale” (Jury 75). Yet through this characterization of 
herself as hapless heroine entrapped by an older, overbearing male, Howe invokes 
another, more “wicked” kind of literature that she certainly must have read in defiance of 
her father’s wishes: Gothic novels.138  																																																								
137 The early chapters of Howe’s Reminiscences thoroughly document these learning 
experiences. After she first studied German “with a class of ladies under the tuition of Dr. 
Nordheimer,” she recalls that “it was with the later aid of Dr. Cogswell that I really 
mastered the difficulties of the language” so that she could read Goethe as well as “Jean 
Paul, Matthias Claudius, and Herder” (Rem 59). Elsewhere, she notes that she was “able 
not only to speak French fluently but also to write it with ease” and that she began Italian 
lessons at age fourteen (Rem 57).  
 
138 Although Howe does not mention any Gothic novels in her Reminiscences, the 
absence of specific titles does not mean that she did not read them. Although she came of 
age after the genre’s heyday, Gothic novels were readily available throughout her youth, 
as “older books are reprinted and reread long after they are initially published, and a 
voracious reader like Julia Ward Howe would have gleaned ideas from old works and 
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While Howe used her knowledge of the Gothic to gently mock her father’s 
domineering nature in her Reminiscences, she also applied that knowledge to more 
forcefully indict the limitations imposed upon women in a much earlier text: her 
fragmentary tale of an ambiguously sexed character named Laurence that is now known 
as The Hermaphrodite (1848).139 As Showalter observes, this text strikingly 
“foreshadow[s] the mid-twentieth-century female gothic, and its obsession with freaks, 
monsters, and especially hermaphrodites as images of creative women’s psyches” (Jury 
77). Yet as I explore in this chapter, Howe’s text looks backward as well as forward by 
strategically appropriating conventions from the Female Gothic tradition popularized by 
British women writers of the late eighteenth century and radically transforming them. 
Specifically, I argue that The Hermaphrodite reconfigures key Female Gothic plot 
conventions by casting Laurence’s father as a classic Gothic villain who threatens his 
child with disinheritance, unjust imprisonment, and the exposure of his deepest secrets, 
and by figuring Laurence’s two prospective love interests, Emma and Ronald, as sexual 
antagonists who relentlessly pursue Laurence despite his unwillingness to satisfy their 																																																																																																																																																																					
new, American and European” (Klimasmith 96). Showalter’s recent biography provides 
suggestive evidence of Howe’s familiarity with Gothic conventions in an anecdote in 
which a young Howe “dramatized and performed a sensational story called ‘The Iroquois 
Bride’ from a literary annal, which ended with Julia and her brother Marion, playing 
lovers, stabbing each other” (Civil Wars 8). In addition, Howe’s reading of Goethe’s 
“wicked” Faust attests to her familiarity with the Gothic genre; as I have discussed more 
fully in Chapter 2, this work influenced Gothic tales by Howe’s contemporaries 
Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman Melville.  
 
139 Drawing on evidence from Howe’s letters and diaries, Williams proposes that this text 
was “written probably over a period of years in the late 1840s, possibly extending into the 
early 1850s” (“Speaking” xlv). Williams edited the only edition of the text currently 
available, which was published in 2004 by the University of Nebraska Press; The 
Hermaphrodite was selected by the press as the title.  
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lust. Simultaneously, I contend that the text positions the ambiguously sexed but male-
identifying Laurence as a Gothic “heroine” who employs unconventional strategies to 
cope with generically conventional threats that both his father and prospective lovers 
make to his physical, financial, and sexual autonomy.140 While the first two chapters of 
this dissertation examined texts in which female characters occasionally adopt 
traditionally masculine modes of dress, behavior, and desire in order to rewrite their 
conventionally gendered plotlines, this chapter considers a text that situates a character of 
indeterminate sex but strong masculine self-identification in a role traditionally occupied 
by a female protagonist. As The Hermaphrodite’s cross-gender plotting reveals how 
being raised male has empowered Laurence to assert his autonomy more fully than either 
The Hidden Hand’s Capitola or Love Chase’s Rosamond, it mounts a sharp critique about 
how thoroughly conventional narratives of marriage and inheritance promote gendered 
disenfranchisement; it also envisions radical strategies by which such disenfranchisement 
can be overcome. 
Although many scholars have acknowledged The Hermaphrodite’s use of Gothic 
conventions, none have analyzed it as a comprehensive and critical revision of the 
Female Gothic plot. Before Laurence’s tale was published, early readers of the 
manuscript understood its Gothic elements as a private expression of Howe’s domestic 
frustrations, as she wrote the text during her first years as a wife and mother.141 Mary 																																																								
140 I use male pronouns to refer to Laurence throughout this chapter to acknowledge his 
masculine self-identification. 
 
141 Gary Williams, another of Howe’s major biographers as well as the editor of The 
Hermaphrodite, does not discuss the text’s Gothic elements, but he does understand the 
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Grant, the first scholar to examine the work, suggests that the manuscript’s “taboo” 
sexual themes provided Howe with a covert means of “express[ing] the sexual feelings 
that were stifled in her life” (Private 122).142 In a more recent biography, Valarie Ziegler 
argues that, because the text “[does] not resolve the tensions it introduced” through 
Laurence’s “monstrous” androgyny, it “dismantle[s] the ideology of separate spheres” 
(67-8) that shaped the era’s polarized beliefs about of gender – beliefs that Howe found 
especially stifling during her marriage.143 Since the publication of The Hermaphrodite in 
																																																																																																																																																																					
text as “encoded autobiography” (100) as both Grant and Ziegler do. In Hungry Heart 
(1999), he argues that Laurence’s relative indifference to Emma and his more ardent 
affection for Ronald can be understood as Howe’s “means for trying to conceptualize her 
husband’s nature, for understanding his indifference to her (and responsiveness to [his 
close friend Charles] Sumner) as somehow corporeal, a principle of his very constitution 
rather than the result of shortcomings on her part” (99). Williams extends this argument 
in his introduction to The Hermaphrodite; see “Speaking,” pp. xx-xxvii in particular.  
 
142 In her foreword to Philosophies of Sex (2012), Grant reflects on the limitations of her 
early biographical approach to the text and concedes that, in retrospect, she would more 
fully acknowledge the text’s “power to explode the limits that were binding Julia” as well 
as other women of her time (“Meeting” 21). Grant’s analysis aligns with the second-wave 
feminist critical tendency to understand Gothic texts as expressions of women readers’ 
and writers’ suppressed sexuality. For example, Cynthia Griffin Wolff argues that 
eighteenth-century Gothic novels provided their female readers with “forbidden 
pleasure,” as they could “indulge in sexual feelings of immense power” only to be 
“reassur[ed] that these emotions were, in fact, under control and that they would never 
find overt expression” (214). Many other feminist critics make similar claims about 
Gothic novels by reading them through a psychoanalytical lens; for example, see essays 
by Joanna Russ, Kay J. Mussell, and Nina da Vinci Nichols collected in the same volume 
as Wolff’s, as well as Michelle Massé’s In the Name of Love (1992). My own analysis of 
The Hermaphrodite favors a more historicized account of its commentary on gendered 
experiences of desire.  
 
143 Showalter offers a thorough account of the gendered imbalance of power in Howe’s 
marriage in her recent biography The Civil Wars of Julia Ward Howe (2016). Dana 
Luciano makes a similar claim about The Hermaphrodite’s “significant departure” from 
the conventions of sentimental and domestic novels as it “fails to embrace the middle-
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2004, scholars have continued to examine the theme of monstrosity as it shapes not only 
Laurence’s self-identification as a “beautiful monster” (H 193) but also the text’s 
depictions of both Emma and Ronald, whose unrequited passion for Laurence 
overwhelms their reason and drives them to madness and violence.144 Even when 
scholars do not discuss the text’s Gothic elements, they tend focus on the fraught erotic 
bonds between Laurence and his would-be lovers. Although this dominant line of inquiry 
importantly illuminates how Laurence’s tale draws on antebellum scientific, religious, 
philosophical, artistic, and literary discourses to intricately render both same- and 
opposite-sex desire, it risks oversimplifying Laurence’s significance as the antebellum 
era’s most complexly gendered protagonist.145 In this chapter, I seek to enrich our 
understanding of The Hermaphrodite by investigating how the text strategically revises 
Female Gothic plot conventions to foreground parallels among Laurence’s relationship 
with his father and with his romantic partners – parallels that enable the text to critically 
explore questions about an individual’s right to control his body, property, and marital 																																																																																																																																																																					
class family of nurture, declining to pin its understanding of the future on the 
reproductive imperative” (217-8). 
 
144 Renée Bergland suggests that Howe “writes her own gothic Pygmalion story—the 
gradual coming to life of a statue who eventually becomes a ‘beautiful monster’ (H 193) 
in his own eyes” (159), whereas Suzanne Ashworth contends that the text’s “gothic 
interest in the hidden, the denied, the inhuman, and the monstrous” (“‘No Man’” 28) 
emerges through its depictions of both Emma and Ronald as their “unresolved sexual 
tensions and ungratified craving” for Laurence ultimately “bring out the monster” (“‘No 
Man’” 41) in each of them. 
 
145 Philosophies of Sex anthologizes a remarkably interdisciplinary set of critical readings 
of the text; in addition to Williams on George Sand’s influence, Bergland on the motif of 
sculpture, and Ashworth on Swedenborgian religious theory and nineteenth-century 
spiritualism, see Laura Saltz on the scientific principle of polarity and Marianne Noble on 
the emergence of Howe’s feminist sensibility.  
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and sexual choices amid the antebellum era’s shifting notions of personal freedom and 
familial obligation.  
By collectively analyzing Laurence’s romantic and familial relationships through 
the lens of the Female Gothic, we can more clearly see how both Laurence’s prospective 
lovers and family members expect him to follow socially constructed scripts shaped by 
their beliefs about his gender identity. Each time they impose these familiar and 
restrictive narratives on him, however, Laurence refuses to perform the roles in which 
they cast him. These acts of refusal provoke familiar Gothic moments of crisis – acts of 
disinheritance and imprisonment as well as attempted seduction and rape – but these 
crises do not force Laurence to bring his identity in line with gendered expectations, as 
they often do for the heroines of traditional Female Gothic texts. As I discuss in the 
introduction to this dissertation, heroines in those texts typically achieve limited but 
problematic forms of agency, either by being sexually exploited and then attaining 
spiritual freedom as they succumb to madness and death, or by choosing among the least 
threatening of their prospective suitors in order to preserve their sexual and social 
integrity within the traditional roles of marriage and motherhood. In striking contrast, 
Laurence consistently chooses to dissolve his both romantic and familial ties and asserts 
his agency through both deliberate speech acts that define his identity in his own terms 
and physical movements that take him away from the enclosed domestic spaces in which 
others seek to entrap him.  
In the same way that Laurence refuses to permanently sustain any interpersonal 
ties, The Hermaphrodite continually refuses to satisfy our generic expectations about how 
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Female Gothic tales unfold and how their protagonists achieve self-actualization. While 
Ziegler suggests that we read the unusual agency Laurence claims for himself as “a 
model of the ‘exceptional’ woman who dared to take as her own certain attributes of 
men” (70), I contend that The Hermaphrodite does not merely envision potential ways for 
antebellum women to seize forms of power that they were denied within patriarchal 
systems of marriage and inheritance. Rather, it more radically depicts the experiences of 
a character that attempts to live entirely outside of these systems.146 In doing so, The 
Hermaphrodite contemplates how those systems might be altered so as to allow for 
others to live more freely as well; simultaneously, however, it acknowledges the 
insurmountable difficulties of such a life and does not ultimately present it as a 
sustainable alternative. In particular, as Laurence’s repeated assertions of personal 
freedom paradoxically constrain him to an existence of perpetual loneliness, the text 
underscores the psychological and emotional costs that come with the freedom he desires, 
particularly because the society around him remains unchanged. The text thus strikingly 
anticipates Judith Butler’s assertion that “self-determination becomes a plausible concept 
only in the context of a social world that supports and enables that exercise of agency” 
(Undoing 7). Laurence may wish to escape the terms that others use to define him, but 																																																								
146 As a text that centers on a protagonist who lives deliberately outside traditional marital 
and inheritance systems, we might situate The Hermaphrodite as a text within a “vital 
counter-tradition in Anglo-American fiction” that, according to Joseph Boone, “invent[s] 
fictional trajectories for the single protagonist… whose successful existence outside the 
convention calls into question the viability of marital roles and arrangements” (19). 
Laurence’s gender fluidity adheres particularly well to Boone’s paradigm, as he contends 
that these texts characterize identity as “a process always in the making, multiform in 
potential, and open to a variety of experiences and behaviors including, but not restricted 
to, those associated with ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ roles” (24). 
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The Hermaphrodite ultimately reveals that he cannot live without such terms and the 
social ties they enable. In giving voice to his increasingly overwhelming suffering in a 
world that refuses to recognize him, Howe’s text presents Laurence not as a realistic 
model for lived experience but rather as a narrative experiment that dramatizes the 
complex intersections among gender, genre, and agency but does not offer practical 
solutions to the problems it foregrounds. Nevertheless, I do not believe the text’s lack of 
closure results from Howe’s imaginative failure. Instead, I suggest that The 
Hermaphrodite’s refusal to cohere to gender and genre norms is strategic, as Howe 
chooses to bring to life a protagonist whose very existence explodes our expectations 
about these familiar categories. 
 
I. Contextualizing Howe’s transformations of the Female Gothic 
 
 
Although Laurence is raised male and prefers to identify that way, The 
Hermaphrodite does not characterize him as a conventional Male Gothic protagonist or 
subject him to the familiar conflicts such a protagonist would face. In the typical Male 
Gothic novel, “an effeminizing supernatural force” frequently confronts the protagonist; 
subsequently, “[h]e finds himself divested or dispossessed of his real and symbolic 
masculine estate within the imaginary, interiorized, or fantastic spaces of these 
narratives” (Brinks 11). Howe was undoubtedly familiar with Male Gothic plot 
conventions, as other American authors were adapting and transforming them in 
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contemporaneous texts.147 In addition, The Hermaphrodite does use a disinheritance plot 
as a central source of conflict for Laurence; significantly, however, he is “dispossessed” 
not by a “supernatural force” but rather by his father, who derives his power from his 
legal and social privileges as a patriarch. This crucial detail distinguishes Laurence from 
the protagonists of Male Gothic texts and suggests that Howe made a strategic creative 
choice to align his experiences closely with the heroines of Female Gothic novels as he 
repeatedly encounters threats to his physical and sexual integrity. At the same time, The 
Hermaphrodite offers a critical twist to the Female Gothic tradition as it centers on a 
protagonist of ambiguous sex. Because Laurence’s indeterminate body prevents him from 
fitting into a narrative that resolves the threats it poses to the heroine’s sexual integrity in 
heteronormative marriage, he makes the Female Gothic novel’s most fundamental 
structural assumptions impossible. These strategic narrative revisions enable the The 
Hermaphrodite to foreground the artificiality of beliefs about gender that are constructed 
through both conventional literary forms and social scripts.148  																																																								
147 In his early study of exclusively male-authored American Gothic fiction, for example, 
Donald Ringe notes that Charles Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer (1820) heavily 
influenced Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Gothic tales, which frequently tell the story “of one 
who, in seeking forbidden knowledge and power, raises himself in many ways above his 
fellows, but who, in doing so, cuts himself off from their saving communion” (66). Ringe 
understands Hawthorne’s characterization of figures like Roger Chillingworth in The 
Scarlet Letter (1850) or the eponymous antihero of “Ethan Brand” (1851) as unrelated to 
gendered concerns, arguing instead that these tales convey the abstract theme that “the 
source of evil lies in the human heart” (162). As I discuss in my introduction, more recent 
scholarship on Hawthorne and other canonical American Gothic authors insists that their 
texts engage intimately with antebellum beliefs about race, class, and gender.  
 
148 Bethany Schneider also notes The Hermaphrodite’s self-awareness of the intertwined 
nature of gender and genre, arguing that it challenges “the constrictions of literary and 
social genre that enforce gender and the social division of men and women” (140).  
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We can better understand how The Hermaphrodite registers the thoroughly 
gendered nature of the conflicts Laurence encounters as well as the strategies he employs 
to overcome them by situating his experiences in relation to those of both more and less 
conventional Female Gothic heroines. As I have discussed throughout this dissertation, 
scholars have long acknowledged how Ann Radcliffe’s genre-defining Female Gothic 
novels “explore possibilities of resistance to the patriarchal order” (Winter 92), even if 
her texts ultimately reaffirm most patriarchal beliefs about women’s sexual and social 
roles by inevitably concluding with the heroine’s marriage and inheritance. A key scene 
from The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) illustrates this tension. Throughout this novel, the 
heroine Emily St. Aubert demurely endures her guardian Montoni’s repeated threats to 
her moral and sexual integrity and only speaks up when thoughts of her true love 
Valancourt embolden her. In one typical confrontation, Montoni demands that Emily sign 
over the property she inherited from her benevolent father: 
“I will have no more argument,” said Montoni, with a look that made her 
tremble. “What had I but trouble to expect, when I condescended to reason 
with a baby! But I will be trifled with no longer: … – Sign the papers.” 
Emily’s resolution was for a moment awed: – she shrunk …from the 
vengeance he threatened; but then, the image of Valancourt, …came to her 
heart, and together with the strong feelings of indignation, with which she 
had always… regarded an act of injustice, inspired her with a noble, 
though imprudent, courage. …“Never, sir,” replied Emily; “that request 
would have proved to me the injustice of your claim, had I even been 
ignorant of my right.” (393-4) 
 
In this scene Emily is overwhelmed until Valancourt comes to mind; only then do her 
“strong feelings of indignation” inspire her to refuse Montoni’s demand. Her thought 
process reveals that she seeks to retain her property not only because it is her legal right 
but also because it ensures that she and Valancourt will have a comfortable marital home.  
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In a similar scene from Eliza Fenwick’s Secresy; or, The Ruin on the Rock (1795) 
– a less canonical Female Gothic novel that was still well received in its day – the heroine 
Sibella seeks to preserve the future she has envisioned with her intended husband, but she 
asserts herself far more explicitly than Emily does.149 When Sibella’s uncle Valmont 
threatens to disinherit his adopted son Clement Montgomery and permanently separate 
him from Sibella, she speaks up while Clement notably remains silent. After her 
impassioned speech, Valmont responds with bemusement: 
“You are strangely presumptuous, child. Have I not told you, I have other 
designs[?] Have I not a right over you?” 
“No, you have none!” replied Sibella, abruptly: “No right to the exercise 
of an unjust power over me! Why dream of impossibilities, and talk of 
other designs? I tell you, Sir, I have looked on every side, and I find it is 
your caprice, and no principle of reason in you, that forbids our union.” 
(123) 
 
Sibella advocates for herself with greater verbal acumen than Emily as she “draws on 
republican discourse” (Ledoux 340) to forcefully assert her fundamental right to choose 
her own marriage partner. Indeed, Sibella directly interrogates her guardian’s control 
over her by emphasizing that this right trumps Valmont’s socially constructed power to 
shape her future according to his own “caprice” – which is, predictably, to have her 
marry one of his accomplices and so secure his control over her fortune. These words 
expose how Valmont uses his patriarchal authority to legitimate his whims. Sibella’s 
disarmingly clear and confident language closely resembles the explicit, declarative 
words Laurence uses in response to his father’s decision to disinherit him, as I discuss 
more fully later in this chapter.  																																																								
149 On the contemporary critical reception of Secresy, see Grundy’s introduction to the 
Broadview edition of the text, especially pp. 8-10. 
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Yet if Sibella’s assertiveness seems admirable in this moment, the novel as a 
whole undermines it by showing just how steeply the odds are stacked against her. While 
Emily’s father teaches her “to resist first impressions, and to acquire that steady dignity 
of mind, that can alone counterbalance the passions” (5), Sibella’s uncle raises her in 
“extraordinary seclusion” so that she will not question “his systems, and his plans, …and 
[her] positive duty of obeying him without reserve or discussion” (55). As a result, while 
Emily wisely chooses the sexually unthreatening Valancourt as her prospective husband, 
Sibella unwisely selects the philandering Clement, gives in to his premarital sexual 
enticements, and becomes pregnant. After Sibella’s “manly sense of agency” drives her 
to act on her sexual desire for Clement out of wedlock, Secresy subsequently contains the 
threat her unconventional action poses to conventionally gendered narratives as she “goes 
mad, delivers a stillborn child, and dies like a proper fallen woman” (Ledoux 343). This 
conclusion that resembles the end of Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa (1748) and countless 
other novels that dramatize “the paradox of the pure spirit of woman triumphing over 
victimization by the agency of her death” (Boone 108). Sibella’s unfortunate end also 
underscores just how lucky Emily is to have chosen a love interest that will not 
perpetuate the patriarchal abuses she has endured at the hands of other men. In both 
Udolpho and Secresy, then, the heroines’ agency emerges through the choices they make 
about the men they want to marry. These choices may ultimately be competent or 
disastrous, but they invariably focus on an imagined future inside the institution of 
heteronormative marriage.  
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In striking contrast to these canonical Gothic heroines, The Hermaphrodite’s 
Laurence never worries about his future marriageability. We know from the text’s first 
sentence that he can “never hope to become the half of another” (H 3) because his 
anomalous body precludes him from entering into a heterosexual marriage and producing 
children. For this reason, his father decides to raise him as a man so that he can “choose 
[his] own terms in associating with the world” (H 3) – and, more practically, so that he 
can one day inherit his father’s estate, which is entailed on the male line. This decision, 
we later learn from Laurence’s father, is an “‘expedient’” but imperfect solution to his 
family’s succession problem, since once Laurence inherits his father’s estate he “‘can 
never transmit it to a lawful heir’” (H 29). Nevertheless, as Laurence comes of age he 
expects that he will continue to enjoy “‘the name and rights of a man’” (H 29) when he 
enters adulthood, even though he acknowledges the profound instability of his masculine 
identity and remains perpetually aware that “the eyes of men so scrutinized me that I was 
fain to hide myself from them” (H 4) lest they discover the truth of his anomalous body. 
After he completes his education and returns home, however, his father reneges on his 
implicit promise and threatens to “‘hold up [Laurence’s] assumed manhood to the scorn 
of society’” (H 28) because a more reproductively viable heir has presented himself in the 
form of Laurence’s younger brother Philip, who was born while Laurence was away at 
school. This action places Laurence in a position similar to that of traditional Gothic 
heroines: the comfortable future he has envisioned for himself through inheritance, if not 
through marriage, is suddenly and unfairly jeopardized by a villain concerned only with 
perpetuating his own power. Yet Laurence does not respond to his disempowerment as a 
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typical Female Gothic protagonist. Rather than exercising fortitude, “the particular form 
of female passivity” (Whiting 490) upon which canonical Gothic heroines frequently 
rely, Laurence refuses to endure the limitations his father seeks to impose upon him. 
Instead, he actively rejects the terms of his father’s disinheritance, willfully leaves his 
home, and denies any future connection to his biological family, even when he is later 
tempted to restore his affectionate bond with Philip.  
Significantly, The Hermaphrodite makes it clear that Laurence’s male self-
identification empowers him to eschew fortitude and take concrete actions to control his 
future, as does the fact that other characters typically perceive him to be male. When 
traditional Gothic heroines “scurry up the top of pasteboard Alps, spy out exotic vistas, 
[and] penetrate bandit-infested forests,” they only do so because they “are forced to do 
what they could never do alone” by the villains who antagonize them (Moers 126). 
Moreover, these heroines still maintain their feminine decorum in these extreme 
situations even when it is comically impractical to do so, such as when “Emily halts in 
mid-flight from the Castle of Udolpho to buy a hat, because her bare head shocks the 
peasants” (Shapira 454). When Laurence enters the world on his own, the stakes are quite 
different: he only considers how best to live his life so that he can one day “throw back in 
[my father’s] teeth the odious slur upon my manhood, and to distinguish myself in the 
eye of the world as he and his had never done” (H 35). Laurence does go on to 
distinguish himself as he travels throughout Europe and pursues a variety of opportunities 
that allow him to grow spiritually and intellectually, yet the text consistently reminds us 
that these opportunities are only afforded to him because he maintains his male self-
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identification. Moreover, Laurence enjoys this freedom of choice in the first place only 
because his father gives him money when he agrees to vacate his position as presumptive 
heir. In the following section, I explore how Laurence assumes ownership over the male 
identity his father initially grants him and uses it to challenge the patrilineal inheritance 
system that empowers his father – even though doing so leads Laurence to unwittingly 
perpetuate some of the same gendered abuses of power. 
 
II. “I will not even thank you for a name”: Refusing patrilineal ties and obligations 
 
 
Early in The Hermaphrodite, Laurence describes his father as a figure of 
supernatural malevolence: presiding over a family dinner after Laurence returns from 
school, he is “the Evil Genius, the master magician” who casts a “chilling and ungenial” 
pall over his surroundings and reduces those in his company to “so many automata, 
animated only by his will” (H 24). As the text implies that Paternus’ power emanates 
from an otherworldly source, this characterization aligns him with other Gothic villains 
like The Castle of Otranto’s (1764) Manfred, Udolpho’s Montoni, The Monk’s Ambrosio, 
and The Italian’s Schedoni – each of whom serves as “a generic locus of the sublime” 
(Gautier 202) in the novel in which he appears. At the same time, Laurence’s tale 
elsewhere emphasizes that his father’s sublime power has a more mundane origin in his 
possession of “two princely estates” (H 23). This property and the title he derives from it 
endow him with broad authority over his family, which we witness symbolically when 
Laurence likens his relatives at the dinner table to “well drilled soldiers” under his 
father’s command: “When he ate, the company ate, their very knives and forks keeping 
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time with his. When he spoke they listened and replied—when his voice ceased, they 
subsided into sympathetic silence” (H 24). As several scholars have observed, Laurence 
derisively refers to his father as Paternus, a “Latinate name” that marks him as “a 
synecdoche for patriarchal culture” (Livengood 42). I would add that this name further 
underscores his connection to the Gothic villains that wield similarly absolute power over 
those around them by virtue of their gendered privilege.  
Even as these details affirm Paternus’ patriarchal power, however, they 
simultaneously distinguish him from the paradigmatic villains in most Female Gothic 
texts, who is “usually a second son” or some other male relative of the heroine’s who is 
also “a victim of primogeniture and the practices linked to it” (Ellis 43).150 To achieve a 
more stable position of power, the typical villain perpetually threatens the heroine by 
“seal[ing] her off in a space he thinks impenetrable, and proceed[ing] to try to break her 
will, assuming that before her beauty fades he can transform her body into the capital he 
needs” (Ellis 47), either by extorting property from her or marrying her off to an 
accomplice. Although Paternus cannot extort property from his own heir and has nothing 
to gain from forcing Laurence to marry against his will, these terms still serve to 
illuminate their relationship. Early in Laurence’s life, Paternus attempts to “transform 
[Laurence’s] body” by making decisions about his gender identity that enable him to 
become heir to the family’s vast fortune, until Laurence’s unambiguously male brother is 
born and Paternus can disinherit Laurence in favor of a more reproductively viable 																																																								
150 If not a younger son, Gothic villains still typically come by their power unjustly: in 
Walpole’s Otranto, for example, Manfred’s status as the latest “usurper and ravisher” 
(62) in a line of undeserving men serves as a source of constant anxiety and inspires his 
increasingly desperate actions to secure his unearned power. 
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successor. Later, following Philip’s untimely death, Paternus seeks to reinstate Laurence 
as heir, going so far as to attempt to “seal [him] off” and “break [his] will” by having him 
declared insane and institutionalized. Although these actions align Paternus with Gothic 
villains who have derived their power unjustly, he also differs crucially from these 
characters because, as the indisputable owner of considerable property, he is a beneficiary 
rather than “a victim of primogeniture and the practices linked to it.”  
By aligning Paternus’ “outrageously cruel and unfeeling” (Grant, Private 122) 
actions as a legitimate patriarch with the actions of Gothic villains with less legitimate 
claims to power, The Hermaphrodite underscores the larger unfairness inherent in the 
primogeniture system. Simultaneously, the text opens up a space through which this 
system can be critiqued by the actions of a character like Laurence who profoundly 
undermines his father’s authority. The Hermaphrodite destabilizes patriarchal power by 
positioning Laurence as an unconventional Gothic heroine who responds to Paternus’ 
machinations with remarkable creativity and flexibility. While fortitude enables the 
typical Gothic heroine “to maintain her identity in the face of the demoralizing trials that 
the Gothic villain and his cohort impose upon her” (Bondhus 14), the increased self-
awareness she achieves as part of this process does not necessarily facilitate the 
development of her agency or adaptability. By contrast, when Paternus attempts to 
disinherit Laurence, he does not simply endure this treatment and wait for his father to 
repent or for some other agent to step in and assist him. Instead, Laurence methodically 
dismantles his father’s words in order to subvert his power, insisting that he has the right 
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to disown his father and declaring that he is capable of living outside of the institutions of 
inheritance and marriage. 
In the opening chapters of The Hermaphrodite, we witness how Paternus 
coercively makes decisions about Laurence’s gender and familial identities to bolster his 
own power and ensure its perpetuity. Laurence opens his narrative by describing what he 
perceives as his parents’ benevolent reasons for choosing to raise him male: 
…on the part of my parents, it was resolved to invest me with the dignity 
and insignia of manhood, which would at least permit me to choose my 
own terms in associating with the world, and secure to me an 
independence of position most desirable for one who could never hope to 
become the half of another. I was baptized therefore by a masculine name, 
destined to a masculine profession, and sent to a boarding school for boys, 
that I might become robust and manly, and haply learn to seem that which 
I could never be. (H 3)  
 
Karen Sánchez-Eppler notes that this passage emphasizes “the rigidity of the system of 
gendered power into which this new ambiguous body must be placed. Masculinity may 
be no more than a thing of signs and names and boarding school socialization, but the 
attribution of manhood will allow Laurence ‘to choose my own terms’ and will ‘secure to 
me an independence of position’” (H 26). During his early life, the “attribution of 
manhood” does enable Laurence to occupy a privileged position within “the system of 
gendered power” that Sánchez-Eppler describes; I would add that Laurence takes his 
privileged position for granted until he comes of age. Although he works hard to make 
the most of his education, he does not do so because he believes it will one day improve 
his “choice of a profession;” rather, as he tells his father after graduating, he had “not 
thought of adopting one” because of his ostensibly secure position as “the heir to a noble 
estate” (H 27).  
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During this same conversation, Paternus reasserts his power to define Laurence’s 
identity as he describes the more selfish reasons that motivated him to raise Laurence 
male. Although he and his wife raised “many daughters in succession” before Laurence’s 
birth, Paternus explains that these children cannot inherit his property because it is 
“entailed upon the heir male” (H 29).151 The entail of Paternus’ estate becomes a 
particular source of anxiety when Laurence is born because Paternus is simultaneously 
“attacked by sudden and dangerous illness, and death appeared to him doubly formidable 
from the thought that his cherished lands and title must pass from his own family to that 
of a distant relative” (H 29). Although Laurence’s birth initially seems “a welcome 
event” under these circumstances, the discovery of his “‘imperfect’” body undermines his 
father’s sense of relief until he decides it is “‘most expedient to bestow on [Laurence] the 
name and rights of a man’” (H 29) in order to keep his estate in an immediate family 
member’s hands. At this moment in the text, Dana Luciano notes, we see that “the 
transmission of bloodlines is so important” to Paternus “that it has literally constructed 
Laurence’s sex” (224). Yet no matter how successfully Laurence might learn to perform 
masculinity, he cannot permanently allay his father’s fears about the security of the 
family’s property because he cannot produce an heir himself. For this reason, when 
Laurence’s “younger and only brother” is born (H 4), Paternus seeks to reconfigure 																																																								
151 Although questions of inheritance drive the plots of most Female Gothic texts, the 
entail of Paternus’ estate marks The Hermaphrodite as grappling with these questions in a 
particularly urgent manner. In The Mysteries of Udolpho, for example, Emily St. Aubert 
can inherit her father’s property after the death of her two younger brothers but before 
another more distant male relative; although her age and the motives of guardians 
jeopardize her ability to claim her inheritance throughout most of the novel, her gender 
does not prevent her from doing so. 
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Laurence’s identity once again by naming Philip as a new heir who can continue his 
family line.  
During the heated conversation in which Paternus attempts to disinherit Laurence, 
The Hermaphrodite strategically reconfigures several Gothic plot conventions to 
foreground Paternus’ abuses of patriarchal power and to emphasize how Laurence’s 
performative masculinity enables him to challenge and ultimately defeat him. Before 
Paternus explicitly threatens Laurence, he more subtly seeks to remove him from the line 
of succession by urging him to consider a position in “the church” and offering to use his 
“influence among its dignitaries” to place him in one of “the livings within his gift” (H 
27). By encouraging Laurence to join “the priesthood” (H 27), Paternus strives to impose 
a particular kind of limitation on Laurence’s identity by concealing his inability to 
reproduce under the socially acceptable façade of religious celibacy. This attempt to 
control Laurence’s social mobility and sexual freedom by consigning him to a life of 
religious seclusion aligns Paternus with other Gothic villains who “work to ‘limit’ the 
heroine by keeping her imprisoned in a castle or monastery and in doubt of her own 
potency” (Bondhus 14). At the same time, his treatment of the ambiguously sexed but 
male-identifying Laurence differs considerably from the ways in which traditional Gothic 
villains treat their unambiguously female victims. For example, in Radcliffe’s The 
Italian, the villainous monk Schedoni conspires with the Marchese di Vivaldi to conceal 
Ellena within a convent to prevent her from marrying the Marchese’s son Vincentio. 
Although Schedoni cannot finally keep Ellena and Vincentio apart, he delays their 
marriage for a considerable amount of time, and Ellena cannot advocate for herself 
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because she has not been taught how to do so. As Virginia Cope suggests, “obedience to 
conventions of femininity” enables Schedoni to “manipulate” her, revealing how Gothic 
novels in general demonstrate that “conduct book teachings about female failings prove 
to be among the most dangerous mistruths the heroine must reject—mind-forged 
manacles that incapacitate the otherwise rational and shrewd protagonist” (110). Yet 
because Paternus has raised Laurence to believe that he can “choose [his] own terms in 
associating with the world,” he knows that his child cannot be so easily manipulated. 
Instead, he attempts to engage in a rational and “diplomatic” (H 28) conversation with 
Laurence about how his academic studies might shape future career plans. Although this 
conversation quickly devolves into an argument, it is striking that Paternus even asks 
Laurence if he has “any preference in the choice of a profession” (H 27) and does not 
simply dictate the terms of Laurence’s future for him as he would if Laurence were 
female. Although their discussion exchange is brief and superficial, it still implicitly 
reveals that Laurence has comparably more power than the average Gothic heroine 
because he has been educated to believe that he can make his own decisions about his 
future. Paternus’s plans to ensure his own power by choosing Laurence’s sex at birth thus 
ironically backfire when Laurence’s masculinity enables him to resist his father’s 
subsequent decisions about his future.   
When Laurence rejects a future in the clergy, his “profession of independence” (H 
28) angers Paternus and leads him to disclose his true reasons for discussing the future; as 
he makes this disclosure, the narrative transforms two key events in the Female Gothic 
plot: an unjust act of disinheritance and the revelation of a secret about the heroine’s 
 	
183 
identity. In canonical Female Gothic novels, these two events typically occur at quite 
different points: the heroine is unfairly disinherited early in the text, and it becomes her 
goal for the remainder of the novel “to ascertain the ‘secret’ that the patriarchy has 
managed to keep from her” (Hoeveler 21) so that her inheritance can be rightfully 
restored at the novel’s conclusion.152 In The Hermaphrodite, however, Paternus reveals 
Laurence’s “secret” in the same breath that he uses to threaten him with disinheritance. 
Unlike canonical Gothic heroines, Laurence’s secret does not have to do with a missing 
relative or a hidden noble lineage that, once restored, will provide him with greater self-
knowledge and social stability. Instead, Laurence’s secret is the fact that he was “‘born 
imperfect’” and that it is “‘impossible’” to “‘determine [his] sex with precision’” (H 29). 
Moreover, Laurence has always known this secret and has maintained his privileged male 
identity by concealing it from others. His father’s threat thus still jeopardizes his 
previously stable social status, as Paternus tells Laurence that “‘I have power to disinherit 
you, if the inclination should not be wanting. …Yes, the power to strip you of name, 
fortune, and position, and to hold up your assumed manhood to the scorn of society’” (28, 
emphasis original). Paternus’ words make apparent not only that he “has power” to 
circumscribe Laurence’s ability “to choose [his] own terms in associating with the world” 
but also indicate that that he can radically deny Laurence his freedom on a mere whim.  
																																																								
152 Kate Ellis makes a similar observation about secrets in Gothic texts functioning to 
reveal the persistence of patriarchal power: “An expectation of absolute obedience to a 
parent based on the children’s ignorance, an ignorance, moreover, that is fostered by 
withholding on the part of the parent through the use of a secret language the child cannot 
understand, goes against the grain of the close-knit ‘affective nuclear family’ that was 
coming into favor at the time” (42).  
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 The extent of Paternus’ capricious villainy becomes more pronounced when 
Laurence demands that he justify his sudden decision to alter the terms of Laurence’s 
status as heir: 
“…having once decided thus, what has induced you to contemplate a 
change of purpose?” 
“The desire to assure the integrity of the succession,” replied Paternus, 
after some hesitation. “You can never transmit it to a lawful heir, but 
having once been permitted to represent it, you may see fit to abuse the 
trust confided to you, and bestow upon the son of another the heritage of 
your brother Philip.” 
These words fully roused my indignation: “Can you then suppose me so 
vile?” I cried. Paternus smiled grimly.  
“We must be prepared for such things—it is easy to know men better than 
they know themselves.” 
I was cruelly angered, I was cruelly wounded—my father had confounded 
me, not by his threats, not by his arguments, but by the display of his 
wickedness. (H 29) 
 
In this passage, Paternus’ “wickedness” becomes acutely apparent when he accuses 
Laurence of conspiring to deny his responsibilities to his family. In order to occlude his 
own villainy, Paternus strikingly casts Laurence as a Gothic villain himself who eagerly 
awaits the opportunity to “‘abuse the trust confided to him’” by usurping power from his 
younger brother. Laurence feels “cruelly angered… [and] wounded” by his father’s 
accusations because, despite having just met Philip upon returning from school, he 
already feels a strong affective connection to him. Indeed, it is their shared sense of their 
father’s inhumanity that draws them together: when Philip tells Laurence that “‘there is 
little difference in [our father] when he is in a good humour and when he is not,’” 
Laurence reflects to himself, “‘Thou art indeed my own brother, my eyes and heart tell 
me so; but are we, can we be the children of that domestic iceberg?’” (H 26) Dana 
Luciano observes that this scene enacts “the historical transformation of family forms” 
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unfolding at the time Howe was writing in the tension between “Laurence’s father’s 
ancient vision of family as controlled by father-right above all” and “[Laurence’s] own 
modern image of the family as an affectionate assemblage ruled by the ‘heart’ and 
hedged round by professional authority” (266). I would add that the Gothic framing of 
this scene emphasizes the oppressive institutional power that Paternus asserts over 
Laurence’s self-conception, as he insists that he knows Laurence “better than [he] 
know[s] [himself].” This scene aligns Laurence with other disenfranchised Gothic 
protagonists who are forced by villains to question what they think they know about 
themselves, but it also distinguishes him – for while most traditional Gothic heroines fall 
into the hands of overbearing villains only after the deaths of their benevolent parents, 
this scene makes clear that it is “the evil intention in a father’s heart” itself that “made an 
orphan of [Laurence] at once and forever” (H 27). 
It also bears acknowledging that Paternus’s accusation that Laurence might 
“bestow upon the son of another the heritage of [his own] brother” constitutes a legal 
impossibility. As the heir to an entailed estate, Laurence can enjoy wealth and status but 
cannot alter the terms of inheritance set forth in the original entail. Since Laurence will 
never have children, the estate will legally transfer to Philip – the next member in the line 
of male succession – upon Laurence’s death. Moreover, given the affective bond 
Laurence and Philip share as well as Laurence’s own morality, it seems unlikely that 
Laurence would deny his brother’s right to inherit even if he legally could. At the same 
time, Paternus’s fear that Laurence could successfully usurp his brother’s power 
paradoxically functions as a grudging reaffirmation of Laurence’s male identity, for if 
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Laurence were perceived to be female, he could not gain even temporary, illegitimate 
control of an entailed estate. As The Hermaphrodite frames Paternus’s treatment of 
Laurence as “self-serving rather than logical, and convenient rather than consistent” 
(Livengood 44), this pattern of behavior firmly aligns him with the villains in traditional 
Female Gothic novels. In particular, the Gothic framing of this scene emphasizes 
Paternus’s paranoia as he accuses Laurence of hypothetical actions that are both legally 
impossible and morally inconsistent with Laurence’s character. This paranoia thus 
exposes the fragility of the patriarchal power structure that Paternus represents and opens 
a space through which Laurence can profoundly undermine it. 
As Laurence describes his confrontation with Paternus, he employs a striking 
metaphor to characterize their verbal exchange. “My father’s coup d’état had failed,” he 
recalls. “He had hoped to astonish and overwhelm me, but he had not found me 
unarmed” (H 28). By framing his father’s act of disinheritance this way, Laurence 
positions himself as a sovereign state whose ability to self-govern has suddenly come 
under threat from an outside force – but because he is “armed” with the intellectual and 
psychological resources necessary to resist this threat, his father’s attempts to “astonish 
and overwhelm” him do not succeed. This martial metaphor also stands out because, until 
this point in the text, Laurence has called attention to his lack of physical might as one 
characteristic that distinguishes him from those who are unambiguously male. In 
childhood, he notes that “my rough comrades learned to play more gently with me than 
with each other, …and the most hardy among them agreed to protect and defend one 
superior to themselves in grace and agility, but greatly their inferior in force” (H 3). As a 
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university student, he also struggles physically when he must carry the incapacitated 
Emma to her home before anyone discovers that she has been alone with him. “My 
strength,” he admits, “though doubled by the energy of desperation, was scarcely 
adequate to so great and long continued an effort; …I staggered, nearly fainting, under 
the burthen” (H 20). Even when Laurence defeats his hotheaded classmate Wilhelm in a 
duel over Emma’s reputation later that night, he intimates that he does not win because he 
possesses superior strength:  
At first, I was quite overwhelmed by the fury of his attack, yet scarcely 
daunted by it for I felt that his very rashness and violence must, in the end, 
defeat themselves. I cannot say whether it was by greater coolness, 
quickness of eye, or agility of body that the struggle was decided in my 
favour—this only I remember, that Wilhelm lay before me, prostrate and 
disarmed while with the point of my weapon at his throat, I held him at my 
mercy. (H 21)  
 
This passage implies that Laurence’s greater patience and presence of mind prevent him 
from being physically “overwhelmed” by his opponent. This outcome of their duel 
hearkens back to the result of the verbal sparring match in which they engaged during the 
university’s poetry competition: despite Wilhelm’s aggressive act of setting fire to 
Laurence’s manuscript before he “could spring forward to prevent it” (H 11), Laurence 
still wins the competition because he recites his poem from memory “with a voice of 
silvery sweetness, and in a measure peculiarly my own” (H 14). In both competitions, 
Wilhelm seeks to “overwhelm” Laurence with physical speed and strength but fails to do 
so because “his very rashness and violence… defeat themselves.” Laurence wins both 
competitions not because he outfights Wilhelm, but because he outsmarts him. These 
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experiences prepare Laurence to respond with similar intellectual quickness and 
creativity to Paternus’ efforts to “astonish and overwhelm” him.153  
Drawing on the skills he has cultivated at school, Laurence uses his intellectual 
adroitness to call his father’s power into question through a series of pointedly timed 
questions and carefully worded comments:  
“…You know not, young sir, that I have power to disinherit you, if the 
inclination should not be wanting.”  
“You the power?”—“Yes, the power to strip you of name, fortune, and 
position, and to hold up your assumed manhood to the scorn of society.” 
“That is a point susceptible of some discussion. I shall take legal and 
medical advice upon the subject; but supposing that you possess the 
power, have you also the right?” 
“You give me the right when you refuse me the respect due to a father.” 
“That can only be given in return for the kindness—the humanity due to a 
son.” (H 28, emphasis original) 
 
When Paternus first asserts his power to disinherit Laurence, Laurence responds with a 
simple question that immediately throws that power into question: “You the power?” In 
uttering this question, Laurence does not merely interrogate his father’s authority; by 
removing the verb from his question, he also severs the syntactic link between his father 
and the power he presumes to possess. Paternus goes on to specify the nature of that 
power by reminding Laurence that, by revealing the secret of his anomalous body, he can 
deny Laurence considerable wealth as well as stable social status. In response, Laurence 																																																								
153 Furthermore, by privileging Laurence’s ability to win battles of the mind despite his 
physical limitations, The Hermaphrodite deconstructs the implicit link between 
anatomical and intellectual strength that underpinned antebellum beliefs about gender. In 
response to antebellum anxieties about white middle-class women’s fragility, new ideals 
arose to compete with the dominant ideal of True Womanhood as described in Welter’s 
seminal article (1966). For example, Frances Cogan describes the ideal of Real 
Womanhood that promoted women’s physical and intellectual strength in All-American 
Girl (1989). See also Michelle Ann Abate, Tomboys (2008). 
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assures his father that he “shall take legal and medical advice upon the subject.” By 
appealing to these two forms of institutional power, Laurence asserts that “his father’s 
power is not limitless” (Luciano 225) and his word is not the only source of authority in 
the society in which they live.154 More powerfully, however, Laurence follows this 
appeal to legal and medical discourse by raising a question about his father’s “right” to 
disinherit him, pointing to the larger moral implications of his father’s act. The last two 
lines of their exchange reinforce Laurence and Paternus’ competing ways of 
understanding family ties as structured by obligatory “respect” on the one hand and by 
mutual “kindness” on the other. As Laurence matches his father word for word, he 
demonstrates far more verbal acumen than traditional Gothic heroines, who are 
frequently shocked into silence or reduced to tears by their antagonists’ threats.155  
 After this exchange, Paternus presents Laurence with “a compromise,” offering to 
supply him with a “‘yearly income’” in exchange for “‘formal relinquishment on 																																																								
154 At the same time, it bears acknowledging that both medical and legal authorities 
would likely side with Paternus over Laurence. Indeed, when a doctor examines 
Laurence’s unconscious body at the end of the narrative and pronounces it to be “‘rather 
both than neither’” (H 195), he implicitly confirms that Laurence could not legally inherit 
an estate entailed on the male line. Given that Laurence already knows this truth about his 
body, he may suggest that outside consultants be brought in not because he thinks they 
will confirm his identity as unambiguously male but rather because he knows that the 
public exposure of his secret would humiliate his father. As he tells us, Paternus “would 
not dare attempt to prove my incapacity to inherit his estate. There was danger and 
disgrace in the endeavor, and its result would be defeat” (H 28). 
 
155 For example, shortly after Montoni insists that Emily marry his accomplice Count 
Morano, the text recounts that “her tears flowed anew” (203) as she reflects on “the 
unjust and tyrannical conduct of Montoni” and “the dauntless perseverance of Morano” 
(202). Later, after Emily and Montoni spar over her property, she feels so emotionally 
overwhelmed that she must summon all her strength just to leave the room; when she 
returns to her own chamber, she “[throws] herself upon [her] couch” and spends hours 
with “[h]er thoughts lost in tumult and perplexity” (395). 
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[Laurence’s] part of the expectations in which [he has] been brought up’” (H 29); 
although Laurence accepts this offer, he reframes it as an opportunity to undermine his 
father’s authority further. He insists that he will only take the money from Philip, an 
action that “forces law to follow love” and enables Laurence “to bring his own model of 
family into being in the very act of renunciation” (Luciano 226). After signing the 
paperwork that will remove him from the line of succession, Laurence makes the terms of 
his new relationship to his father unimpeachably clear: 
“Now Sir, understand me. I do not give up the succession because I love 
my brother. He is very dear to me, but I know that he will be none the 
happier for the rank and wealth I resign to him—these I lay down because 
I despise them, and still more because I scorn to derive them from you. I 
will not even thank you for a name. As you disown me, I disown you, but 
your feeling may change, may soften with time, not so mine. God shield 
my brother from all harm—God preserve him long to life and its best 
happiness. But should any evil overtake him, should he die childless, and 
your old age be desolate, and your succession vacant, then never send for 
Laurence, then raise up an heir from the stones beneath your feet, for you 
will never find one in me—I swear—”  
“Stop, stop, maniac!” cried Paternus arresting my words. 
I left him without any other farewell than this. (H 31-32) 
 
We see a remarkable number of negations in this passage – “not,” “none,” “not so,” 
“never” – which collectively work to destabilize the power his father takes for granted. 
When he insists that he does not give up his inheritance for Philip’s benefit and foresees 
that he “will be none the happier for the rank and wealth which I resign to him,” 
Laurence asserts once again that he can live outside of the patriarchal system his father 
represents. Indeed, Philip later acts in a way that confirms this assertion, “as he chooses 
for his lover not a titled woman but a peasant’s daughter, the dancer Rösli” (Luciano 226) 
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and seeks to remove himself from Paternus’ line of succession as well.156 Laurence goes 
on to frame his disinheritance as a mutually determined act; significantly, he also asserts 
that his act will endure longer than his father’s: “your feeling may change, may soften 
with time, not so mine.” When Laurence’s declaration drives his father to attempt to 
“arrest his words,” Laurence resorts to silence, not because he has been overwhelmed by 
strong emotion, but rather to emphasize his disavowal one final time: “I left him without 
any other farewell than this.” The text frames Laurence’s silence as radically freeing 
because it occurs as he leaves his father and his ancestral home of his own volition. In 
contrast to the typical Female Gothic heroine who is often forcibly removed from her 
home and imprisoned in a remote location of the villain’s choosing, Laurence can claim 
physical as well as verbal agency by resisting his father’s attempts to control both his 
words and his movements.157 His masculine education, along with the money his brother 
has given him, empower him to act in this way because he knows that he can make his 
																																																								
156 The Hermaphrodite positions Rösli as yet another character whose story conforms to 
the Female Gothic plot in some respects but differs in others. She is an impoverished 
young woman who hopes for marital and domestic stability by marrying Philip. Because 
her low birth stands in the way of their marriage, however, she seeks to improve her 
situation by leaving home to perform as a ballerina in Rome. This career brings her fame 
and fortune, but Laurence worries that she will become “a doomed victim at the altar of 
the world’s pleasures” by exposing herself on stage and enticing men with “the graceful 
witchery of her plastic limbs” (H 115). After Philip’s untimely death, the text does not 
resolve her storyline, leaving readers to wonder whether it will end happily like Emily’s 
in Udolpho or disastrously like Sibella’s in Secresy. 
 
157 For example, Emily must leave her childhood home to live in Tholouse with her aunt 
and guardian, Madame Cheron, following her father’s death. After Madame Cheron 
marries Montoni, Emily must repeatedly journey with them against her will, first to 
Venice and then later to Montoni’s castle Udolpho in the Appenines. 
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own way in the world and that his autonomy will not be questioned as it would be if he 
was perceived to be a young woman traveling alone.  
By using sophisticated and innovative language to challenge his father’s 
authority, Laurence’s speech acts in this scene anticipate Eve Sedgwick’s idea of the 
periperformative utterance. Drawing on J. L. Austin’s definition of “performative 
utterance” as “a cluster of sentences in the first-person singular present indicative” in 
which speaking constitutes doing, such as “‘I bequeath…’” or “‘I christen…,’” Sedgwick 
defines periperformatives as utterances that are “not themselves performatives” but “are 
about performatives and… cluster around performatives” (Touching 67-8).  Because 
performative utterances often normalize and perpetuate patriarchal culture like 
heterosexual marriage and patrilineal inheritance, she argues that periperformative 
utterances can disrupt “the apparently natural way the first-person speaking, acting, and 
pointing subject gets constituted” (Touching 71) through these speech acts.158 Applying 
these terms to The Hermaphrodite, we might view Paternus’s declaration “I have power 
to disinherit you” as a performative utterance that reaffirms his patriarchal power. 
Because he speaks from an already legally and socially empowered position, he remains 
confident that he can easily perform the act that will confirm his words. In contrast, 
because Laurence must respond to his father’s threat from a place of disempowerment, he 
must exercise greater creativity with his own language, particularly since there is no 																																																								
158 Sedgwick goes on to identify two features that many periperformative utterances 
share. First, they often “negate” performative utterances through “disavowal, demur, 
renunciation, deprecation, [and] repudiation” (Touching 70). Second, while a 
performative utterance is “always a single thing” (Touching 78), a periperformative 
utterance can be interpreted in multiple ways. 
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standard way to react to being disinherited in order to reclaim one’s power. As Laurence 
makes a series of statements that challenge his father’s claim from medical, legal, and 
moral standpoints, his clever and confident words demonstrate a “high threshold of 
initiative” and considerable “presence of mind” (Touching 70). He thus transforms his 
disenfranchisement into an opportunity to chart a new life for himself beyond the gender 
and genre norms that would constrain him. 
Although Laurence successfully and creatively resists these norms, I do not want 
to overstate his agency or fail to acknowledge some of the inconsistencies in his 
behavior. For example, although Laurence questions the terms of patrilineal inheritance 
through his brilliant repartee, it never occurs to him that his older sisters might have a 
moral, if not a legal, right to some or all of the family’s wealth. This blind spot implies 
that Laurence’s male privilege allows him to challenge his father because, quite 
ironically, he has so thoroughly internalized it that he perpetuates the same damaging 
social norms that deny women the freedom he so eagerly claims for himself. Perhaps in 
order to address this tension, The Hermaphrodite subjects Laurence to repeated sexual 
threats that force him both to recognize the patterns of gendered behavior that constrain 
women and to confront the more fundamental vulnerability of his own body to violence. 
At the same time, as I discuss in the next section, Laurence successfully averts these 
threats by employing the same types of verbal and physical strategies that enable him to 
resist his father’s coercive decisions about his inheritance – even though doing so 
forecloses the possibility that he can ever enjoy any form of enduring interpersonal 
intimacy.  
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III. “No man, no woman, nothing”: Refusing romantic and sexual partnerships 
 
 
Once we acknowledge both the reasons and strategies Laurence uses to end his 
relationship with his father, we can reevaluate his refusal to maintain relationships with 
his two prospective lovers: Emma, an older widow he meets while he is a university 
student, and Ronald, an adolescent nobleman who later becomes his student. Some 
scholars working on The Hermaphrodite have attributed Laurence’s refusal to 
consummate either relationship to willful ignorance; for example, Sánchez-Eppler argues 
that, while both Emma and Ronald make their passion startlingly “legible” for Laurence, 
he “seems set on misreading” not only their desire for him but “also his own,” especially 
for Ronald (36). However, as I show in this section, Laurence is clearly aware of the 
desire that both lovers harbor for him even before they explicitly declare it. For this 
reason, I read his refusals as a deliberate choice that empowers him to maintain control 
over his body. Early in his life, Paternus encourages Laurence “‘to avoid all unnecessary 
intimacies’” (H 4) in the hopes that the secret of his ambiguous sex will never come to 
light. As he comes of age, Laurence heeds this advice, but he does not do so either to 
honor his father’s wishes or to keep his anatomy a secret – indeed, both Emma and 
Ronald eventually guess the true reason behind his reluctance to have sex with them. 
Instead, Laurence’s refusal to consummate these relationships emerges as another method 
through which he claims agency for himself by resisting the kinds of gendered roles in 
which his partners hope to place him.  
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We can see this resistance more clearly when we examine how The 
Hermaphrodite characterizes these relationships as critical revisions of the kinds of erotic 
encounters frequently depicted in Female Gothic texts. During the first stage of 
Laurence’s relationships with both Emma and Ronald, he establishes initially affectionate 
bonds with them without realizing that they have different expectations about how 
affection should be expressed. While Laurence remains content to enjoy emotional and 
intellectual intimacy with his companions, both Emma and Ronald view these facets of 
their relationship as preludes to erotic intimacy. As both relationships unfold, the text 
registers this tension by casting Emma and Ronald as sexual aggressors who pursue the 
gratification of their desire for Laurence with increasing urgency; simultaneously, it 
figures Laurence as a disenfranchised heroine who has limited means to resist their 
advances. In the second stage of these relationships, both Emma and Ronald articulate 
their passion for Laurence and attempt to act on it; in both cases, he resists their sexual 
advances both physically and verbally. Significantly, both Emma and Ronald use their 
sexual overtures to attempt to bring Laurence’s ambiguous gender identity in line with 
the expectations they have for an opposite-sex partner; as Derek Bedenbaugh observes, 
“[b]oth Emma and Ronald attempt to classify Laurence’s body to make it fit into 
narratives that reaffirm traditional gender distinctions and, consequently, their own place 
in social narratives” (415). While both scenes of attempted consummation draw heavily 
on scenes of seduction and rape familiar to readers of Female Gothic novels, they 
reimagine these scenes with two crucial differences. First, the male-identified Laurence 
finds himself in the position traditionally occupied by the Gothic heroine. Second, 
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Laurence succeeds in rejecting his would-be lovers without the assistance of either 
human or divine intervention, which foregrounds the value of the skills and self-
confidence he has gained by being socialized as a man. In the third and final stage of both 
relationships, the consequences of Laurence’s acts of refusal emerge as simultaneously 
freeing and isolating. Reversing the familiar Gothic scene, Laurence is not physically 
imprisoned or emotionally incapacitated; instead, he is the one to leave his companions 
disabled by madness and grief. As Laurence flees from both encounters, he thus bears 
with him the knowledge that he has grown monstrous in their eyes, not only for refusing 
them but also for revealing his body to be one that destabilizes the sexual and social 
norms that shape their own identities. Yet although Laurence’s sense that others perceive 
him as monstrous weighs heavily upon him, he accepts it as a necessary burden to bear in 
exchange for maintaining his autonomy.  
Laurence’s relationship with Emma runs its course within The Hermaphrodite’s 
first six chapters, yet even within this limited space, the text manages to frame their 
relationship as a reconfiguration of the Female Gothic plot by casting the unambiguously 
female Emma as the sexual aggressor and the masculine-presenting Laurence as the 
persecuted victim. The text enables this reversal partly by distinguishing the two in terms 
of both age and experience: as “a handsome and sprightly widow, some twenty eight 
years of age” (H 6), Emma can assert herself sexually because she has gained carnal 
knowledge in a socially acceptable way through her previous marriage.159 Her prior 																																																								
159 Williams remarks that, in including this detail of Emma’s age, Howe links herself to 
her character: “It is not coincidental that Emma von P., the vivacious, richly sexual 
woman who offers herself to Laurence and is rejected, is precisely Julia Howe’s age. 
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experience makes her an appealing companion to Laurence’s classmates, particularly 
when viewed alongside the “fair maidens” (H 5) of the neighboring village that they are 
accustomed to courting: “maidenhood, with all its tender blushes,” Laurence recalls, 
“seemed to us quite tame and crude in comparison with the ever varying powers and 
beauties of the all accomplished, fully developed woman” (H 7). Because of her sexual 
prowess, Emma quickly attracts “a crowd of suitors” (H 8) from among the university 
students but singles out Laurence as her favored companion. Her reason for this choice 
initially seems peculiar: unlike her other potential lovers, “he seem[s] to trouble himself 
very little about her” (H 8). Yet the fact that Laurence is “unapproachable” (H 8) only 
augments his appeal for Emma because, as he remarks, “women especially are piqued by 
the indifference of a man and rejoice more in the subjugation of one rebel than in the 
loyal devotion of ninety and nine faithful ones that need no subjugation” (H 7). This 
passage emphasizes the erotic pleasure that the “accomplished, fully developed” Emma 
takes in inverting the expected power dynamic of heterosexual relationships and 
“subjugat[ing]” younger, less experienced men as lovers. Because Emma occupies this 
more agentive role, Laurence cannot meet her more explicit overtures in the same way 
that he has met the “tender blushes” of the village’s “fair maidens.” In those 
relationships, Laurence imitates his classmates’ chivalry but does not share their 
underlying erotic motivation: “Like all the rest,” he recounts, “I led their gentle feet over 
rocks and mountain paths, or bent my knee that they might spring from it into the 																																																																																																																																																																					
Discovering the ‘truth’ about Laurence drives Emma into mental instability and early 
death, a melodramatic but still recognizable version of the state of mind Howe describes 
as hers beginning just weeks after her marriage” (HH 100).  
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saddle—I twined chaplets for their festivals, and verses for their songs, but no passionate 
thought or wish was interwoven with either” (H 5). Nevertheless, “the innocence and the 
purity of the young girls” prevents them from questioning why Laurence “never makes 
love” to them as the other students do (H 5-6). Because Emma is not so naïve, Laurence 
come to realize that he “must either quarrel with [her], or make love to her” and 
pragmatically determines that “the latter would be by far the most agreeable alternative” 
(H 8). Even when Laurence seems to adopt a more assertive role by “mak[ing] love” to 
Emma, then, we see that he does so only as a strategic way to sustain his performative 
masculinity.  
 Once Laurence accepts his role as Emma’s “chosen knight” (H 8), he enjoys the 
time they spend together until he realizes that his performative masculinity will not fully 
satisfy the desire that Emma has for him. He finds Emma attractive not because of her 
sexual experience but rather because of her conversational skills: “Unlike most women,” 
he tells us, “she possessed the twofold gift of being graceful alike in speech and in 
silence—her voice was full of music, her words full of power, but when she listened, her 
features all spoke” (H 9). In contrast to Emma’s desire to “subjugate” him, Laurence 
values the more egalitarian aspects of their relationship as she both speaks and listens to 
him. Yet while the mutuality of their conversations serves as an end in itself for 
Laurence, for Emma it is only the means to another kind of shared experience. When they 
touch hands before or after these conversations, Laurence notices that “her hand lingering 
in mine, each finger seemed to interrogate each of mine, asking why its pressure was so 
slight, and so easily relaxed” (H 9). Under the guise of an innocent gesture, Emma’s 
 	
199 
“lingering” and “interrogating” “finger[s]” express her openness to the more physical 
forms of intimacy toward which she assumes their emotionally intimate bond will tend. 
Moreover, despite the fact that she initially sought to “subjugate” him, it becomes clear 
that Emma seeks a response from Laurence in keeping with the more traditional acts of 
masculine penetration and feminine receptiveness. As the “pressure” of Laurence’s hand 
remains “slight” and “relaxed” in response to her own touch, she grows increasingly 
frustrated that he will not take on this more assertive role. One night, she attempts to 
articulate this unfulfilled desire: “‘You are like this marble against which I lean my head, 
whose pulses throb so that there seems to be a pulse in the cold stone itself—thus, a heart 
that is near you may think to feel the presence of one in you, but it is all marble, only 
marble’” (H 12). Emma’s tactile simile reveals that she desperately wishes to feel the 
“throb” of Laurence’s own body and not merely her own “pulse” reverberating against 
“cold stone.” Although Laurence’s passion does not rise to meet Emma’s, he nevertheless 
becomes keenly aware of her desire and begins to experience “an anxiety in her 
presence” as he contemplates “the hidden strength of her nature” (H 12). In this moment, 
we see Laurence thinking like a Gothic heroine: although his sense of Emma’s “hidden 
strength” has more to do with her capacity for overwhelming passion than it does with 
overpowering physical might, he must still calculate how to preserve his own integrity in 
the face of this powerful force. The text reinforces this subtly Gothic moment by 
concluding this episode with a brief scene of pursuit when Laurence ends their 
conversation for the evening: “As I left the house, …I heard her steps as she ran to 
overtake me, but I hastened mine, and did not look back” (H 12-13). Even though 
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Laurence’s steps outpace Emma’s, he experiences “painful forebodings” that her potent 
desire will “soon be turned against her happiness, and [his] peace” (H 12). 
Before Laurence and Emma’s relationship reaches its moment of crisis, Emma 
inspires Laurence to reflect critically on the nature of her passion and his inability to 
reciprocate it. After he has won the university’s recitation competition with a thinly 
veiled autobiographical poem about a being “invested with the semblance, but not the 
attributes of humanity” and “veiled in a flesh of whose wants and powers it knew 
nothing” (H 14), Emma both interrogates his apparent lack of sexual desire for her and 
articulates her own capacity for sexual passion: 
“Laurence, I hope you are not one of those unsexed souls.” 
“Have you never been one?” said I. 
“Never,” she replied, “since I have learned what it is to be a woman.” 
These words made a strong impression upon me—“what is it to be a 
woman?” I asked myself: “It is obviously a matter of which I have small 
conception.” (H 15) 
 
In this passage, Emma makes explicit what her earlier words have only implied: her sense 
of “‘what it is to be a woman’” derives from her “‘learned’” experiences as a married – 
and therefore sexually experienced – woman. As Klimasmith observes, in this scene 
“Howe explores the notion that sexual experiences determine gender… but significantly 
not through Laurence. …Laurence has no conception of womanhood not because he 
lacks a feminine side, but because he is sexually inexperienced. In contrast, Emma 
implies that her sexual experiences have taught her the meaning of womanhood” (99-
100). I would add that, as Emma insists that “to be a woman” is to be a sexual being, 
Howe challenges us to reconsider our beliefs about the antebellum era’s dominant 
conceptions of gender and sexuality. Although early scholarship contends that antebellum 
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Americans believed that women’s “sexual appetites contributed to a very minor part (if 
any at all) to their motivations, that lustfulness was simply uncharacteristic” (Cott, 
“Passionlessness” 220), more recent work suggests that Emma’s explicit avowal of her 
sexual desire is not entirely out of step with the era’s gender norms. In particular, her 
insistence that having sex with Laurence will restore her sense of “what it is to be a 
woman” resonates with Dale Bauer’s claim in Sex Expression (2009) that, during the 
nineteenth century, sexual expression and intimacy gradually became the fundamental 
lens through which women’s fiction constructed female characters’ identities. 
This juxtaposition of Emma’s overt sexuality and Laurence’s “unsexed” self-
conception also sets the stage for their climactic confrontation later that night. In a scene 
that reverses a familiar moment in the Female Gothic plot, the text positions Emma as a 
villain who bursts into Laurence’s bedroom and declares her passion for him. Emma 
finds Laurence in an acutely vulnerable position that implicitly feminizes him: he is 
“asleep” after recovering from the “shock” he experienced when the “two strangers” 
likened his androgynous features to the Borghese Hermaphrodite sculpture (H 17),160 and 
his “disordered habiliments” reveal his “falling shoulder, slender neck, and rounded 
bosom” (H 19). In contrast to Laurence’s vulnerability at this moment, the text 
emphasizes Emma’s assertiveness: although she makes her presence known demurely 
with “[a] light footstep” and “a gentle but fervent voice” (H 17), by entering Laurence’s 
bedchamber without his permission she nonetheless performs the kind of penetrative act 																																																								
160 This earlier scene echoes the opening scene from another Gothic novel, Lewis’s The 
Monk, during which the heroine Antonia is scrutinized and discussed by two gentlemen 
who compare “the delicacy and elegance of [her] figure” to “the Medicean Venus” (9), 
another piece of classical statuary.  
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that is typically the provenance of a male seducer. In fact, this scene stands out from 
those that appear in traditional Female Gothic texts because it so explicitly renders the 
sexual aggressor’s passion. In Udolpho, for example, Count Morano surprises Emily in 
her bedchamber but does not force himself on her sexually; instead, he frames his 
transgressive action as nobly motivated by his desire to free her from Montoni’s control: 
“‘Can I love you, and abandon you to his power?’” he asks. “‘Fly, then, fly from this 
gloomy prison, with a lover, who adores you!’” (262). Emma, however, does not couch 
her transgression as an act of seeming benevolence; instead, she goes on to declare her 
singular reason for coming to Laurence in no uncertain terms, a declaration that is all the 
more shocking since she is a woman:  
“Listen to me Laurence,” she said: “two deaths were before me. If I sought 
you not, I died of longing, if I came to you, I died of shame. The first I 
have long endured, it is slowly feeding upon my life—if the second fate 
must be mine, be merciful, and kill me quick. …I do not ask you to marry 
me, Laurence, I am still young, rich, and perhaps handsome, but I do not 
pretend to be worthy of you—had I such a hope, I should scarce be at your 
feet, but look you, I am here alone, in your room, in your power, at dead 
of night—you cannot misinterpret this, it must convince you that I love 
you better than life, better than honour, better than my own soul and God. 
Give me but this one night, but this one hour—do you ask where I shall be 
tomorrow? I can die tomorrow—I shall have been happy.” (H 18) 
 
In this destabilizing moment, Emma’s sexual “longing” that has been “slowly feeding 
upon her life” leads her to forgo feminine decorum and to adopt a assertive role, standing 
“alone, in [his] room, … at dead of night” and insisting that Laurence “cannot 
misinterpret” her intentions any longer. More strikingly, she propositions Laurence in 
explicitly non-marital terms: although she admits that she loves Laurence “‘better than 
life, better than honour, better than my own soul and God,’” she nevertheless states, “‘I 
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do not ask you to marry me.’”161 Instead of consummating their love as a precursor to 
marriage, as Secresy’s duplicitous Clement does,162 she asks him to “‘[g]ive [her] but this 
one night, but this one hour.’” At the same time, in the very act of asserting herself so 
radically, she invites Laurence to turn the tables and finally adopt the more masculine 
role she has been craving for him to occupy all along. By emphasizing her feminine 
vulnerability, telling Laurence that she is “‘in [his] power,’” she invites Laurence to 
reverse the situation so that she can finally restore her sense of “‘what it is to be a 
woman.’”   
By inviting Laurence to take control over her, Emma sets the stage for her own 
fall into madness and death, a fact she seems to acknowledge when she tells Laurence she 
“‘can die tomorrow—I shall have been happy’” if he will satisfy her. Significantly, 
however, this fall does not occur because Emma does have sex with Laurence, but rather 
because she doesn’t. Scholars offer conflicting interpretations of Emma’s descent into 
madness and subsequent death when Laurence rejects her advances and reveals his 
anomalous body to her. For Livengood, it is Emma’s decision to go against the “cultural 																																																								
161 Here I disagree with Bedenbaugh’s suggestion that it is “Laurence’s body” that 
“destabilizes the novel’s first attempt at plotting a marriage” (415). There is no indication 
that Laurence ever views his relationship as “a chivalric or courtly narrative that ignores 
his bodily difference” (416); as the passages I have analyzed show, he is fully aware that 
his “bodily difference” precludes him from entering to a heterosexual union. Moreover, 
Emma’s words here make it clear that marriage is the furthest thing from her mind as 
well; like many Gothic villains, she is interested only in immediate sexual gratification.  
 
162 Because Secresy’s Sibella has been raised by her uncle in total isolation from the 
world, she is persuaded by Clement to consummate their love for one another because 
she believes it will unite them in a spiritual marriage that they can one day legally ratify. 
It later become apparent that Clement has no intention of marrying Sibella, which 
precipitates the novel’s tragic conclusion.  
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commonplaces… of gender in nineteenth-century America” that leads her to recognize 
herself as “monstrous” and lose her will to live: 
She is a young widow who apparently produced no children in the course 
of her marriage. She is neither domestic nor traditional. She has reversed 
the power structures of romantic relationships with her avid pursuit of 
Laurence. She is willing to have sex outside marriage …and bold enough 
to seek it, willingly appearing in his room at the “dead of night.” Her plea 
for “this one night, but this one hour,” is most damning by cultural 
standards. She is the antithesis of the passionless, nonsensual woman of 
idealized womanhood; she is also deviant. Emma’s response to Laurence 
may stem more from what she has in common with Laurence than what 
she does not. …Emma’s death following this moment might be 
understood as the result of the anguish of self-recognition rather than, or in 
addition to, the shock of Laurence’s revelation. (51) 
 
Klimasmith agrees that “[i]n the context of vernacular sexual discourse, Emma’s sense of 
the risks she takes by propositioning Laurence seems reasonable,” but she maintains that 
“Howe allows Emma’s sexual desire to be powerful but not deadly” (101). Rather, “what 
kills Emma isn’t sex—it’s the sight of Laurence’s body” (101) and, more specifically, its 
resemblance to her own.  When she “uncover[s] [Laurence’s] arm” and recognizes it is as 
“round and smooth as her own” (H 19), she realizes that she has fallen in love with 
someone whose body at least partially resembles hers. Yet this realization comes at a 
terrible cost: “her inability to think and love outside of clear-cut gender categories” 
precipitates her death (Klimasmith 101).163 Building on these claims, I would suggest that 
Emma’s demise functions to resituate her and Laurence within more conventional gender 																																																								
163 Suzanne Ashworth offers a similar interpretation of this scene: as “Emma’s desire for 
Laurence… collapses the distinctions and distance between them,” her realization that 
she has fallen in love with someone of ambiguous sex “leads to a radical shattering of her 
body, sexuality, and self. …Emma meets the monster, loses her mind, and dies” (“No 
Man” 38). 
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and genre roles. When Laurence’s revelation of his anomalous body reduces Emma to “a 
maniac… foaming and writhing on the floor at [his] feet” (H 19), Laurence finds himself 
in the role of a Gothic hero rather than a heroine as he realizes that, in order to protect 
Emma’s honor, he must carry her home before anyone discovers her transgression. As 
previously discussed, Laurence struggles physically with this task but finally does 
succeed with Wilhelm’s assistance, although their efforts are ultimately in vain since she 
dies shortly thereafter. By bringing Laurence and Emma’s brief relationship to this tragic 
end, The Hermaphrodite implies that, unlike Laurence, Emma cannot envision a life for 
herself defined outside of traditional heterosexual romantic norms, even though she is 
willing to entertain the possibility of acting on her sexual desires outside of marriage. In 
this respect, she resembles Alcott’s Rosamond, another heroine who does not hesitate to 
defy some gender conventions but who ultimately struggles to overcome her deeply held 
beliefs about her own gender identity that hinge on how male characters treat her.  
 
While the narrative subtly inflects Laurence and Emma’s relationship with Gothic 
conventions, it more pointedly invokes this genre to structure his relationship with 
Ronald; by utilizing more vivid language of Gothic horror to characterize Ronald’s near-
rape of Laurence, I contend, The Hermaphrodite affirms what a terrifying prospect it is 
for Laurence to be identified as female and thereby denied the freedom he has so 
carefully cultivated for himself through his performative masculinity. After Emma’s 
death, her “frantic ghost” haunts Laurence’s dreams and forces him to repeatedly watch 
“her totter, faint, and fall… [into] the abyss of madness” (H 26-7). The guilt he feels for 
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bringing about her death leads him to pursue a life of spiritual solitude in a hermitage 
where his feverish studies combined with his “mortification of the flesh” (H 45) bring 
him to the brink of madness as well. When he is rescued by Ronald, the text once again 
casts Laurence as a physically and emotionally vulnerable Gothic heroine, as Ronald 
finds him prostrate on the hermitage’s floor and “[i]ncapable of speech or motion” (H 
49). During this initial encounter, the narrative dramatizes Ronald’s desire to situate 
Laurence as female as well as Laurence’s adamant resistance to being identified this way. 
Ronald first addresses Laurence as “‘Madam,’” a term to which he reacts with horror:  
“Madam?” cried I, starting back, “do you take me for a woman?” 
The boy replied not, but led me to a mirror that hung upon the wall. I was 
terrified at my own appearance. It was not the long hair, nor the deathlike 
countenance, nor the wild, haggard eyes that startled me, it was that in my 
long robe de chamber, and with the wild profusion of my locks, I looked a 
woman. (H 51) 
 
Laurence’s “terrified” reaction to being identified with anything feminine continues when 
he refuses to receive care from Ronald’s childhood nurse, telling Ronald that he would 
“‘rather die… than look upon a woman’” (H 52). While Laurence’s discomfort with 
women seems to derive partly from his lingering sorrow over Emma’s death, these 
passages also suggest that he avoids women because associating with them will 
compromise his self-conception as a man. For this reason, he prefers to be nursed back to 
health by the huntsman Rudolf, “a rough man” who lives on Ronald’s family’s estate (H 
53). In the care of his hyper-masculine figure, Laurence soon regains the physical 
autonomy that constitutes a major part of his masculine identity. This transformation is 
completed one winter morning when Laurence literally covers his own more 
androgynous robes with Rudolf’s “furred hunting frock” and “rushed out from the Lodge, 
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followed the first footpath that presented itself, and ran about at random through the 
forest” (H 56). Once he regains his strength, Laurence presents himself to Ronald’s father 
Raimond and confidently introduces himself in unambiguous terms: “‘my name… is 
Laurence, my nature, masculine’” (H 63). He soon moves into Raimond’s castle, which 
he describes as “old and grim” and filled with “tortuous passages, winding stairs, and 
turret chambers” (H 62) – features it shares with the castles in which Gothic heroines find 
themselves entrapped. Yet Laurence views this castle as a place of refuge rather than 
imprisonment,164 noting that it is just the sort of place “in which an owl like myself might 
safely take shelter, and build himself, with books and parchments, a most congenial nest” 
(H 62). The pleasure Laurence takes in his new home reinforces that, for the time being at 
least, he has successfully reconstituted his masculine self-conception, for he is not held in 
this castle against his will but rather invited to stay there as Ronald’s tutor after 
demonstrating his intellectual prowess. 
 Laurence relishes the opportunity to serve as Ronald’s academic mentor, for the 
teacher-student relationship that develops between them allows him – albeit briefly – to 
once again enjoy the intellectual and emotional intimacy he experienced with Emma. 
Like his relationship with Emma, Laurence sees his bond with Ronald as mutually 
beneficial, despite their differences in age and experience. Whereas he helps Ronald to 																																																								
164 The comfort Laurence feels in Raimond’s castle also differs from the comfort 
Emmeline’s eponymous protagonist feels in Mowbray Castle; while Smith describes 
Mowbray as “nurturing and domestic” (Ledoux 334) and associates it with Emmeline’s 
female ancestors, Raimond’s castle appears to be populated almost entirely by men: in 
addition to Raimond and Ronald, the only other inhabitants mentioned are “[t]he poet, the 
antiquarian, and the theologian,” “pedagogues” who are all implicitly gendered male by 
virtue of their professions (H 67).  
 	
208 
see “glimpses of a land of promise beyond the driest of his studies” and encourages his 
young pupil “to believe that from the dull chrysalid of science would come forth the 
lovely spirit of art, with her troop of butterflies” (H 69), Ronald’s youthful exuberance 
“chase[s] the phantoms from [Laurence’s] brain” and eases the burden that “the strange 
sorrows of [his] early life” placed upon him (H 66). At the same time, Laurence worries 
about the consequences of one lesson he might inadvertently teach his student: because 
he “could not bear the sight of a woman,” Laurence observes that “Ronald soon learned 
to avoid them even as I did, a course of conduct which did not find any great favour in 
the eyes of the village belles” (H 68). Whereas Laurence’s intimacy with Emma derives 
in part from his desire “to maintain his appearance of masculinity—an appearance that 
relies on heterosexual romance as its testing ground” (Livengood 50), his close 
relationship with Ronald jeopardizes both of their ostensibly heterosexual identities. 
Nevertheless, at least during the early stages of this relationship, Laurence frequently 
describes Ronald as a “child” and himself as his “mother;” while this choice of terms 
seems unlikely given Laurence’s disavowal of all things feminine, I believe he uses these 
terms to emphasize what he perceives as the entirely “innocent,” asexual nature of “the 
sympathy and companionship” they share (H 66). Nevertheless, Laurence and Ronald’s 
intimacy comes under greater scrutiny when Ronald goes to complete his studies at an 
unnamed university with Laurence in attendance as his tutor. Ironically, relocating to this 
same-sex space makes the unusual closeness of their bond all the more suspicious to 
Ronald’s peers: “[a]s a natural consequence of our quiet and studious mode of life,” 
Laurence laments, “we became daily more popular with the professors and more odious 
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to the students” (H 73). As they increasingly become “the subject of impertinent songs 
and epigrams,” Laurence decides to leave Ronald for a time, in the hopes that his might 
encourage his companion “to cultivate more friendly relations” among his classmates (H 
73). Yet Laurence’s absence only augments Ronald’s attachment to him, and when 
Ronald writes him a letter in which he declares, “‘if you love me, come to me, and prove 
it’” (H 77), Laurence returns. Upon his return, the discrepancy between the nature of the 
feelings they have for one another becomes clearer. While Laurence’s return is motivated 
by “the guidance of ever loyal affection,” Ronald’s response upon seeing him reveals that 
his own feelings have become more ardent: “he caught me wildly in his arms,” Laurence 
recalls, and “held me to his heart as though he would have crushed me” (H 77). Although 
Laurence’s relationship with Ronald began when Ronald was “younger and feebler” (H 
66), Laurence also discovers upon his return that “Ronald’s frame had grown and 
expanded somewhat too rapidly, he had put on the stature of manhood ere he had attained 
its strength” (H 78). Although Ronald has not yet attained the strength of a fully grown 
man, Laurence still connects this rapid growth metaphorically to “some devil’s seed 
[that] had been dropped into Ronald’s mind, and was ripening there into dark and unholy 
life” (H 78): as Ronald’s body has grown physically, Laurence recognizes, his 
companion’s once “innocent” affection for him has “ripened” into a more carnal form of 
passion. 
As in his relationship with Emma, a performance precipitates Laurence’s 
climactic confrontation with Ronald; yet even as the narrative structurally aligns these 
two scenes, it simultaneously distinguishes this second encounter as a more explicitly 
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Gothicized episode of attempted rape to register the more intense fear Laurence feels in 
response to Ronald’s coercive gendering. When Ronald’s schoolmates call upon 
Laurence to play the lead female role in Romeo and Juliet, Laurence’s remarkably 
organic performance leads Ronald to realize that his mentor has been performing the part 
of a man with equal adeptness. Whereas Laurence maintains that his performance of 
Juliet allows him to temporarily take  “a nameless pleasure in being something other than 
myself,” Ronald interprets Laurence’s excellent depiction an “Italian woman-child” (H 
81) as a revelation that Laurence’s true nature is inherently feminine. After an enraged 
Ronald leaves the performance, Laurence returns to their shared apartments, which the 
narrative casts as a Gothic space to set the stage for their impending confrontation: as 
“[t]he evening closed in gloomily,” Laurence recounts, “the darkness of my room seemed 
peopled with unfriendly shapes; corresponding to the melancholy bodings which, all 
unbidden, thronged my vacant mind” (H 85). When Ronald returns to this “gloomy” 
setting, he does not find Laurence in a physically compromised position as Emma did; 
however, Laurence is in a heightened emotional state, for his “uneasiness” while waiting 
for Ronald has become “almost unsupportable” and he has measured the time “by the 
throbs of [his] excited pulse” (H 85). Yet rather than experiencing relief upon his 
companion’s return, Laurence’s distress only grows as Ronald explains that he has just 
been in a duel with another student over Laurence’s “‘manhood’” (H 86). Although 
Ronald assures Laurence that he has publicly defended his masculinity, he now avows in 
the privacy of their rooms that he knows Laurence’s male identity to be a “‘lie’” and that 
Laurence can remain “‘a man to all the world’” as long as he becomes a “‘woman, a 
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sweet, warm, living woman to [him]” by consummating their relationship that night (H 
86). In response to “the wild chant of Ronald’s passion” (H 86), Laurence remains 
conspicuously silent; while he initially responded to Emma’s declaration of love with a 
similarly “stony silence” (H 18), it was easier for him to overcome his emotions and 
speak up during that encounter because he was not as physically threatened by her female 
body as he is by Ronald’s “stature of manhood.” The narrative also casts this first 
confrontation as less threatening because, while Emma’s impassioned speech to Laurence 
focused on her feelings of desire and shame, Ronald’s words take the form of a series of 
commands that dictate how he wants Laurence to act and feel:  
 “I am weary of seeing you thus encased, thus imprisoned—do off, do off 
these hated garments, which wrong your heavenly grace and beauty—float 
before me, swan-like, in loose, light robes—throw off the narrow bondage 
of that vest—let your heart beat freely, let your bosom heave high, heave 
wildly, till the very remembrance of my sorrow be buried beneath its 
white waves. …Smile upon me, speak to me, do not look at me with those 
moonlight eyes. Why are you so cold and so still? do you take me for a 
spirit, as you once did, do you doubt again whether I am human? you need 
not speak, silence gives consent.” (H 86-7) 
 
Ronald’s words simultaneously deny Laurence control over his body, as Ronald 
metaphorically strips him naked, as well as both verbal and sexual agency, as Ronald 
insists that Laurence’s “silence gives consent.” Moreover, while Ronald tells Laurence 
that his masculine clothing “imprison[s]” him and urges him to free himself, his words 
only lead Laurence to feel more entrapped, as emphasized by the details of the setting 
that Laurence notices at this moment: “I leaned against the wall for support—I looked 
towards the windows, they were clearly barred—the door of the inner room was locked—
even had it been otherwise, I could not have reached them, for the grasp of the demonized 
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youth, strong with the strength of madness, was again upon me” (H 87). Emboldened by 
Laurence’s continued silence, Ronald goes on to affirm the fixity of his purpose: “Do not 
curse, do not pray, do not struggle—it is all in vain. I fear no curse but that of losing 
you—God himself, if there be a God, will not come between me and my right” (H 87). 
As Ronald asserts his “right” to sexually conquer Laurence and feminize him through 
that act, his language recalls Paternus’ assertion that he has the right to deny Laurence his 
inheritance and thereby expose his “assumed manhood” to the world.  
While Laurence adeptly challenges his father’s “right” to deny his social identity 
as a man, he faces a greater struggle in the more overtly physical confrontation with 
Ronald over his “right” to his own body. The narrative renders Ronald’s attempted rape 
of Laurence in starkly graphic terms: “still that terrible grasp, straining me closer and 
close to the heart which, once pure and peaceful, was now in its hour of volcanic might 
and ruin. On my part, a faint but rigid struggle, a sob, a mute and agonized appeal to 
heaven—that appeal was not answered” (H 87). Yet when Laurence feels “Ronald shiver 
and tremble” and sees “the burning flush pass, in an instant, from his cheek,” he “gain[s] 
courage” and “[takes] advantage” of his companion’s “confusion” and “exhaustion” (H 
87-8). Like Smith’s Emmeline, who “participates in an alliance with the castle” in which 
she finds herself imprisoned and “perceives [its] spaces as under her control” (Ledoux 
334), Laurence turns this threatening situation to his advantage by exercising control over 
the space he occupies. Although he recognizes “the windows…[are] clearly barred” and 
“the door… [is] locked,” he has the presence of mind to “[take] advantage of a critical 
moment” and provide Ronald with a goblet of “drugged wine” (H 87-88). Perhaps more 
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strikingly, Laurence determines to escape this situation by attempting to perform the part 
of a hapless female victim who has at last been coerced into submission by her aggressive 
lover. Emphasizing that he feels “‘faint, and cold, and ill,’” he urges Ronald to pause so 
they can “‘drink together’” (H 88) as a prelude to their consummation.165 The already 
intoxicated Ronald agrees in eager anticipation of their impending union, telling 
Laurence “‘I have drunk, but not deeply enough’” (H 88). Yet within moments of 
drinking the drugged wine, Ronald falls “paralyzed… upon the floor, heavy and senseless 
as a corpse” (H 88). With this act Laurence subverts a familiar Gothic plot motif in which 
the villain drugs the heroine so that he can exercise total control over her unconscious 
body; yet once Ronald is unconscious, Laurence treats his body tenderly: “I laid him 
upon his couch, bound up his wounds afresh, and wrapped him in warm coverings” (H 
88).166 Once he has cared for Ronald, Laurence reasserts control over his own body by 
“despoil[ing] [his] head of the long, fair hair so dear to [Ronald];” since his hair was the 
first feature by which Ronald identified Laurence as potentially female when they met at 
the hermitage, Laurence now views it as “an unholy thing” because Ronald’s perception 
of Laurence as female has brought their relationship to such a disastrous end (H 88). Yet 
even though this act allows Laurence to regain some control over his body, he remains 
physically shaken by the experience as he flees into the night, wondering to himself: 																																																								
165 This moment resembles the climax of The Hidden Hand in which, as I discuss in 
Chapter 1, Capitola strategically plies Black Donald with food and drink to lure him into 
a position where she can open the trapdoor in her bedchamber’s floor and so thwart his 
attempted seduction.  
 
166 In The Monk, for example, Ambrosio drugs Antonia so that he can carry her to the 
crypt of his monastery and finally satisfy his sexual lust for her.  
 	
214 
“will these rigid limbs ever relax in weariness, will that brain with its burning, wiry 
pulsations ever again be laid upon the gentle lap of sleep?” (H 89) Although he is able to 
escape, the narrative abruptly cuts off immediately after he escapes, suggesting that 
Howe did not fully know how to render Laurence’s recovery from this traumatic 
experience.167 
 Given the immense and lingering terror Laurence experiences during this scene, I 
resist readings that frame his encounter with Ronald as a pleasurable or empowering 
experience. For example, Bethany Schneider provocatively suggests that this scene 
should be read as both a “failed rape” and a “consensual and mutually enjoyable sexual 
exchange” (138-9). While Laurence “fears the rape of his female body but feels protected 
by his male body” (146) through the vision he has of an angel who “wave[s] his flaming 
sword across [his] threshold” (H 81), she suggests, the wound Ronald has received in the 
duel prior to their encounter is an “envagination” that has “symbolically feminized him” 
(147) even as he attempts to penetrate Laurence. Through these details, Schneider 
concludes, Howe foregrounds the “physical intersexuality and bisexual desire” (140) of 
both Laurence and Ronald and so creates space for an interpretation of their encounter as 
mutually fulfilling. Ashworth additionally contends that, by proposing that Laurence 
publicly can live as a man while he becomes a woman during their private sexual 
encounters, “Ronald offers Laurence a livable, emancipated life, the terms on which he 																																																								
167 Williams remarks in an editorial note that, when the second half of Laurence’s 
narrative begins, he has relocated to Rome and an unspecified amount of time has passed; 
while “Ronald exists as a memory for Laurence,” he is “absent” from this section of the 
narrative until the very end, and it is unclear “how Howe intended to bridge the space 
between” their disastrous night together and Laurence’s arrival in Rome (H 93).  
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might be made sexual and seen, loved and human. In sum, he outlines an exhilarating 
romantic contract, one rich with innovative potential. This relationship would embrace 
Laurence’s gender variability and allow him to access the sexual feeling deemed so 
essential to humanness” (“No Man” 43). I would argue, however, that Ronald’s intended 
plan for his and Laurence’s future neither as “consensual” nor “innovative” as these 
readings suggest. Rather than creating space in which these two androgynous characters 
can act equally on their sexual passion for one another under the guise of a socially 
acceptable heterosexual union, analyzing this scene through the lens of the Gothic allows 
us to see how Ronald coercively tries to define Laurence as a woman so that he can 
reaffirm his identity as a man. Indeed, Ashworth goes on to acknowledge this possibility, 
noting that by “[s]exualizing only his woman parts (e.g. his long hair and breasts),” 
Ronald “grants Laurence a dubious freedom, a humanness that fragments and fractures 
his rather-both-than-neither subjectivity;” for this reason, she concludes that “Laurence’s 
refusal may tacitly acknowledge that it would be no more liberating or authentic to be a 
‘woman’ to Ronald than it is to be a ‘man’ to the world” (“No Man” 45). Yet I believe 
Laurence’s refusal is far less than “tacit,” for in this encounter, for much as in his 
confrontation with Paternus, the narrative emphasizes that it is “liberating” and 
“authentic” for him to live as a man. Even if Laurence’s performative masculinity does 
not fully align with his ambiguously sexed body, it is an identity that allows him to live 
his life on his own terms. Laurence’s encounters with both Emma and Ronald teach him 
that, to maintain this identity, he must avoid intimate relationships. As Marianne Noble 
observes, “[b]oth with Ronald and with Emma, Laurence finds that if non-sexual 
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relationships become increasingly intense, they are destined to end in a lustful drive for 
possessive sex;” this “possessiveness,” she argues, “makes the dissolution of a woman’s” 
– and, I would add, perhaps any person’s – “independent subjectivity the price to pay for 
the blessings of intimacy” (60). To maintain his sense of self-possession, Laurence 
therefore determines to be “‘no man, no woman, nothing’” (H 22) to another person, a 
steep but necessary price to pay for his autonomy.  
 
IV. The Hermaphrodite’s strategic resistance of narrative closure 
 
 
Even though Laurence’s performative masculinity provides him with flexible 
strategies that empower him to claim agency in response to the possessive actions of 
Paternus, Emma, and Ronald, their actions still lead him to grow increasingly 
psychologically and emotionally vulnerable. Indeed, even early in his narrative there are 
moments where Laurence is overwhelmed by his fear of having others identify him in 
ways that run counter to his self-conception. After Laurence overhears two gentlemen at 
his university’s poetry competition comparing him to “‘the lovely hermaphrodite in the 
villa Borghese,’” he must escape to his room to recover from the “deadly faintness” their 
words inspire (H 16). “Once alone,” he recalls, “I could breath more freely, but my whole 
being had received a shock…. A sort of galvanic agony had taken possession of my body, 
and forces foreign to itself were playing wildly with it” (H 16-7). Strikingly, these 
“foreign forces” that exert control over Laurence’s body lead him to remove his 
masculine attire: “My vestments seemed to gird my welling heart, and I tore them off, 
half resolved to wear them no more” (H 17). By obscuring the extent to which Laurence 
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has agency as he performs this action – an action that foreshadows Ronald’s coercive 
demand that Laurence “do off” his male garments – this passage dramatizes the 
limitations of his ability to regulate how others perceive his anomalous body. Laurence 
goes on to recount the “disgrace, despair, and utter confusion” he feels as he perceives 
that “the very walls had eyes to spy out my secret, and tongues to betray it” (H 17).168 
The intense scrutiny Laurence feels even in the privacy of his own room registers the 
psychological weight he bears knowing that his best performative efforts cannot 
consistently conceal his ambiguous sex. Indeed, his most overt acts of performance 
during the university’s poetry competition and Romeo and Juliet paradoxically lead those 
around him to pay even greater attention to his body; it is no coincidence that both Emma 
and Ronald declare their passion for him immediately following these performances. The 
narrative thus implies that Laurence cannot permanently use his performative gender acts 
to avoid the “eyes” or the desires of others.  
We also see that Laurence’s performative masculinity becomes a greater liability 
when Paternus returns in the second half of the narrative. After Laurence’s serendipitous 
reunion with Philip in Rome is tragically thwarted by Philip’s untimely death, Paternus 
reenters the narrative to confront Laurence at Philip’s grave. Faced with the prospect of 
the end of his bloodline, Paternus presents Laurence with a surprising request by 																																																								
168 Laurence’s sense that the walls of his room have eyes anticipates the declaration of the 
narrator of Charlotte Perkins’ Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper” that “[t]here is a 
recurrent spot where the pattern lolls like a broken neck and two bulbous eyes stare at 
you upside down. I get positively angry with the impertinence of it and the 
everlastingness. Up and down and sideways they crawl, and those absurd unblinking eyes 
are everywhere. There is one place where two breaths didn’t match, and the eyes go all 
up and down the line, one a little higher than the other. I never saw so much expression in 
an inanimate thing before…!” (45) 
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“‘invit[ing] him to return to his father’s roof, and to give his filial support to my declining 
years’” (H 129). If Howe were writing a sentimental novel as many of her 
contemporaries were at this time, or even a less revisionary Gothic novel, we might 
interpret Paternus’ words to Laurence as a sign of his repentance and expect Laurence to 
joyfully return to his ancestral home in order to assume his rightful place as heir.169 Yet 
Paternus strategically makes this “invitation” in front of the family tutor as well as 
“several servants,” asking them to “witness” his naming of Laurence as “‘my eldest and 
only son’” (H 129); in doing so, he once again attempts to bring Laurence’s gender and 
familial identities in line with his own desires and so reveals his “invitation” to be a 
threatening demand rather than a polite request. In response, Laurence once again thwarts 
our generic expectations – and his father’s – by using explicit, declarative language to 
reassert his right to live beyond the strictures of a patriarchal family: 
“Old man,” I said: “mark well my words, they are the last you will ever 
hear from me. There was a day in which, at your request, under cruel 
threats, I abandoned your succession to my brother. You cast me out 
without a cause, and I became to you and to him as though I had never 
been. I swore then before you, that I would never bear your name, nor 
wear your crest and title, nor stand in your place after you. I swore it in hot 
and angry blood—I repeat it in calm and cool determination. The event 
which has changed for you the exigencies of life, has in no respect altered 
our relations towards each other.” (H 129) 
 
In response to his own powerful words, Laurence recounts in triumph, Paternus can 
summon none of his own: “there were no tender recollection to which he could appeal, no 
acts of paternal love of which to remind me” (H 130). Yet even though Laurence believes 																																																								
169 Cindy Weinstein discusses how this familiar narrative pattern structures antebellum 
American sentimental fiction in Family, Kinship, and Sympathy in Nineteenth-Century 
American Literature (2006). 
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that his father has “disappeared …from [his] life forever” (H 130) after this second 
confrontation, he soon discovers that Paternus will not have his patriarchal authority 
denied. As learns from his friend Berto, after their encounter at Philip’s grave Paternus 
sends a messenger to the British Consulate in Rome to give “a false and exaggerated 
account” of Laurence’s “frequent aberrations of intellect;” this messenger then pays off a 
government official with some of Paternus’ “golden coin” so that he will declare 
Laurence legally insane and issue a document calling for his arrest and imprisonment (H 
134). With this scheme, Paternus does not merely seek to write Laurence out of his will 
as a second, dispossessed son who can still enjoy some limited social and financial 
autonomy, as he did earlier in the text. Rather, he more coercively seeks to cast Laurence 
as a woman by using falsified charges of insanity – charges he has manufactured by 
abusing his social and financial power as a wealthy, titled patriarch – to deny Laurence 
any rights at all. Laurence ruefully acknowledges the insidious brilliance of his father’s 
plan to expose him; because he has learned to perform as “a man who live[s] according to 
his own impulses” (H 135), it will be even easier for his father to attest to his insanity if 
he exposes the truth that Laurence is not fully a man. With this realization, he falls 
“convulsed, in Berto’s arms” (H 135), an act that suggests Paternus has finally succeeded 
in dictating the terms of Laurence’s identity and rendered him a passive female victim. 
But then, with Berto’s assistance, Laurence devises a scheme of his own that constitutes 
his most subversive act of gender performance yet: recognizing that his father will expect 
him to continue to identify as a male and use the freedom that identity gives him to make 
a “sudden escape,” he determines instead to “remain in Rome” but to radically change his 
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appearance, donning “feminine habiliments” so that no one will recognize him (H 135). 
Laurence thus eludes imprisonment by paradoxically constraining his movements within 
the home of Berto’s three sisters and his body within the “uneasiness and torture” (H 
136) of a corset, brilliantly subverting his father’s expectations and so eluding capture.  
Although “consent[ing], for a time, to womanhood” (H 132) allows Laurence to 
maintain his freedom from his father, the narrative still emphasizes the frustration 
Laurence feels with the considerable limitations this role imposes upon him. Moreover, 
as this portion of his tale becomes increasingly fragmented, we see that there is nowhere 
for Laurence to go either physically or narratively. Howe seems to have experimented 
with different potential endings, including one in which she brings Ronald back into the 
narrative for a brief but poignant reunion with Laurence. During their exchange, Ronald 
recounts how he pursued Laurence to the point of madness, “‘brav[ing] the heat, the cold 
hunger, fatigue’” (H 190-1) until news of his father’s mortal illness recalls him to his 
senses: 
“‘Father,’ I said, ‘I conjure you to disinherit me—a madman cannot 
assume the management of an estate—a madman has no needs of lands 
and titles—leave the inheritance to some one more fit to possess it, and 
bequeath to me only a competence, and your blessing.’ 
“My father explained to me that I had no right to reject the duties of my 
birth and station: ‘With my lands,’ he said, ‘I leave to your care men who 
are almost a part of them, men who are in some sort my children and your 
brother—will you turn them over to strangers, who may oppress and injure 
them? Shall my loved home be no longer the seat of benevolence and 
hospitality? shall my peaceful hamlet be scourged by a tyrant, or 
desecrated by a profligate?’ My father’s reasonings prevailed with me—I 
promised obedience, scarce knowing how to fulfill it, and had the 
mournful pleasure of seeing him depart for his long journey with a smile 
on his countenance, and blessings on his lips.” (H 191-2) 
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In this scene, we see that Ronald is “eventually recuperated into [a] normalized and 
generative gender position” (Luciano 235) despite the transgressive, non-reproductive 
desire he exhibited earlier in the text, toasting Laurence with the words, “‘here is to love, 
a past without a reckoning—a present without a future!” (H 88) In addition, this scene 
between Ronald and Raimond reverses the scene in which Laurence presents himself as 
willing to serve as his father’s heir and Paternus rejects him. Raimond’s words remind us 
that, while Ronald can be recuperated into a more “normalized and generative” narrative 
because he can serve as his father’s heir and continue his bloodline, Laurence cannot 
perform these duties and thus cannot be resituated within such a narrative. And although 
this passage attests to the burden of the responsibilities Ronald now bears to the people 
on his father’s estate and his uncertainty as to how to fulfill them, it still demonstrates 
that he can move forward into some kind of livable future, whereas Laurence is 
characterized at the end of this conversation as a “beautiful monster” trapped in Rome’s 
“ancient forum, himself as mute and dead as any thing there” (H 193). 
 In the final scene of The Hermaphrodite, in which Laurence falls into a catatonic 
state after bidding farewell to Ronald and seems destined to be buried alive, the text 
affirms that agency can be temporarily bought but not permanently sustained through acts 
of refusal. In this respect, Laurence comes to resemble another antebellum character that 
perpetually refuses to participate in dominant narratives: Herman Melville’s Bartleby. In 
some important ways, Laurence is more agentive than Bartleby: he does not merely 
“prefer not to” marry or serve as his father’s heir, but rather expresses his reasons for 
opting out of these roles in clear and specific terms. Moreover, whereas “Bartleby does 
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not like change” and “prefers not to go very far at all, working, eating, sleeping all in the 
same place” (Desmarais 3), Laurence travels extensively and seems to derive at least 
some pleasure from seeing new places and meeting new people, as we see during the 
Carnival celebration in Rome. Yet despite the agency he carefully carves out for himself 
in his moments of refusal and during his travels, Laurence’s tale still tends toward a 
conclusion similar to Bartleby’s: although he can refuse to participate in the systems that 
oppress him and temporarily avoid them by moving to new places, he cannot use acts of 
refusal and relocation to create a viable plan for his long-term survival in a world that 
remains so pervasively gendered. Moreover, The Hermaphrodite does not finally allow 
Laurence to refuse the one thing that he is perhaps most eager to disavow: the fact that he 
has a physical body at all. Early in the text, Laurence recognizes that he is different than 
both his amorous university classmates and the “fair maiden[s]” they court because he is 
“a human soul, simply as such, and not invested with the capacity of either entire 
possession or entire surrender” (H 5). As his narrative continues, Laurence frequently 
seeks to escape the burden of his physical body and attain a fully spiritual existence, 
especially as other characters so frequently seek to “possess” his body and interpolate it 
into patriarchal narratives. In harboring this desire, he comes to resemble many of the 
Gothic heroines on whom his tale is patterned; for example, Yael Shapira argues that The 
Italian “quietly expresses the longing to escape the body altogether, not because of tis 
own urges, but because it is complicit as an object in an oppressive system. What Ellena 
wishes to flee is the ‘body’ constructed around her by culture—a body that men see, 
desire, evaluate, but which she cannot experience except as a liability imposed from the 
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outside” (468). Yet as Sánchez-Eppler reminds us, while “Laurence repeatedly declares 
that he is ‘nothing’” throughout his tale and seeks to deny the existence of the body that 
subjects him to a similar kind of “liability,” “Howe never lets him so escape the body. 
Much of the most remarkable language in this novel comes in the evocations of 
Laurence’s troubling flesh, Ronald’s urgently physical desire, or the corporeal 
imprisonment offered by women’s corsets” (44). Although we cannot be sure precisely 
how Howe intended to end Laurence’s tale, it seems fitting that the final scene we are left 
with in The Hermaphrodite s one of “classic gothic anxiety” in which Laurence’s 
impending live burial dramatizes “the asymmetrical relations between body and soul” 
(44) that have perpetually plagued him.  	  
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